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Abstract
The National Rifle Association is one of the most successful lobbying groups in the United
States of America. There are a few key elements that contribute to this perfect storm of passion,
constitutional rights, misinformation and social division. Perception is often credited with being
synonymous with reality. As an influential organization, the NRA has used its platform to spread
communication, a practice which is enabled and enhanced by the technology, speed of delivery
and vast reach that comes with the information age. The focus of this study will be on two
artifacts from the digital archives of the NRA. For the sake of brevity, this research will focus on
the digital artifacts which have been cataloged on their official website (https://www.nraila.org/)
and social media platforms, as well as the official YouTube channel for the National Rifle
Association, NRA TV. In order to manage the volume of data, this study will focus on the
NRA’s targeted campaign against Barack Obama during the 2008 and 2012 election cycles.

Keywords: Gun Control. Propaganda. Media and Journalism. Social Media. Identity Politics. 2nd
Amendment. 2A. Pro Gun. NRA. National Rifle Association. Second Amendment Absolutism.
Barack Obama Gun Legislation. Critical Thinking.
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Chapter One: Introduction
President Obama once asked, in a speech, “How did we get here? How did we get to the
place where people think requiring a comprehensive background check means taking away
people’s guns?” (Luckerson, 2016) Based on some of the messages which the National Rifle
Association (NRA) has spread in the past, it appears that the answer to President Obama’s
question is that a substantial amount of citizens, politicians, and special interest groups have
deliberately changed the narrative in the public forum, so that the term ‘Gun Control’ does not
mean the same thing to everyone. To follow up the President’s question: how did this happen?

Shaping the Gun Control Narrative
This research hopes to understand, explore and then articulate the amalgamation of social
science theories and themes, which are intertwined among all disciplines, and ultimately
conceptualize their contribution to propaganda studies and models of analysis. In order to answer
these questions, we must understand how to define propaganda, how to recognize it, and how
concepts from journalism, sociology and psychology interrelate to form a synergistic program of
communication. In the age of mass internet and smart device adoption, which is well beyond
critical mass, endless conveniences have become a staple of everyday life for billions of people
on the planet. (Silver, 2019) Even underdeveloped third world countries, which were considered
fairly primitive just a few decades ago, are booming with cell phone sales and internet activity.
So many phones are now in circulation, Pew Research estimated that about 5 billion people now
have at least one mobile device. (para. 1)
With access to a smart device and an internet connection, any statement, claim or rumor
(fact or fiction) can subsequently be adopted by millions of people through contemporary media
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channels and force multiplying phenomena like shareability, virality and memeology. Many
businesses, politicians and special interest groups are taking advantage of this mass
communication paradigm shift, even using it to weaponize it for personal or political gain. The
NRA almost always has an advertising campaign in motion, or perhaps the advertising could be

Figure 1 “Barack Obama’s Ten Point
Plan to ‘Change’ The Second
Amendment"

characterized as a propaganda campaign. Either way, this paper will answer that question and
many others that will give the reader a thorough understanding of specific examples where
deceptive language tactics, framing, emotive appeals and various lines of persuasion were
employed to exploit vulnerabilities and manipulate channels of discourse to influence behavior
of a deliberately chosen target audience.
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A Fear Campaign
The NRA’s opposition to President Obama began long before he was president. Consider
a 2008 letter that was mailed to prospective members. It offered special, limited-time
membership incentives and was titled Barack Obama's Ten Point Plan to "Change" The Second
Amendment. A screenshot of the ‘ten-point’ plan was retrieved from Politico for this research.
The narrative of mass governmental weapon confiscation is a theme that is most often
told by conservatives, including republican politicians, self-proclaimed patriots and second
amendment absolutists. The evidence in this research shows that this narrative was amplified and
rebroadcast significantly during the 2008 U.S. Presidential election season.
Gun Control is a hotly contested topic in the USA, mostly due to a fundamental
misunderstanding that prevents any dialogue before it starts, because a moral divide exists within
the priorities of society itself. Simply put, significant populations within our society place higher
value on individual liberties than they do safety, and vice versa. When gun control discussion
devolves into one side arguing for safety and security over individual liberties, a complex issue is
reduced to a mere binary opposition which is when two oppositions are created by oppositional
readings or interpretations, of the same message. The effectiveness of biased, framed or outright
deceptive language creates this impossible stalemate by presenting emotionally charged issues as
false dichotomies, which frame an issue to appear as if on a binary scale with only two simple
solutions rather than a continuous spectrum with infinite solutions.
Propaganda depends on several vulnerabilities of human perception and problem solving,
particularly the beliefs that foster false dichotomy and binary opposition. These logical fallacies,
maladaptive cognitive patterns and other barriers to critical thinking will be discussed in greater
detail in the literature review and later in the results and discussion towards the end of this paper.
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Those who believe that gun control means the government should implement so-called
‘common sense gun legislation’ seem to be the majority of citizens, even Republican gun owners
(see Pew Research graph in Literature Review section). The so called ‘common sense gun laws’
would include more measures to ensure firearms do not end up in the wrong hands, particularly
violent criminals, the mentally ill, or foreign nationals (Altimari, 2018).
Individuals fitting each of those descriptions have killed one or more people in a given
incident by using loopholes in the law to legally purchase a firearm without raising red flags.
Common sense gun laws seek to close those loopholes in favor of better background checks and
a better database of firearm owners.
On the other hand, there is an influential sub-culture of gun enthusiasts who are selfproclaimed ‘Second Amendment Absolutists’ who believe any change to gun policy whatsoever
is an infringement upon the second amendment, and that progressive legislation is the first step
in a forthcoming massive firearms confiscation. Charlton Heston, a well-known American actor,
created an infamous soundbite when he was President of the NRA.
“For the next six months, Al Gore is going to smear you as the enemy. He will slander
you as gun-toting, knuckle-dragging, bloodthirsty maniacs who stand in the way of a safer
America. If we are going to stop this, then it is vital to every law-abiding gun owner in American
to register to vote and show up at the polls on election day. I'll give up my gun when you take it
from my cold, dead hands” (Dao, 2000 para. 17).
The likely explanation for his choice of words is that he deliberately included language
intended to evoke emotion, in an effort to get his congregation angry and riled up. He made them
feel defensive when he predicted that Gore would call them names like “bloodthirsty maniacs”
for example, which were actions and words that Al Gore had not done or said. The NRA

3

President planted an idea into the mind of his audience by using various appeals and lines of
persuasion which will be explained below in greater detail. It didn’t matter that Al Gore had not
smeared anyone, called them knuckle-draggers, or least of all, attempted any type of gun
confiscation. All that matters is that the audience received the message.
The speech is now fairly infamous within popular culture, mostly due to the ‘cold dead
hands’ sound bite which lives eternally, within the catacombs of the internet, in audio and meme
form. A video clip of Heston delivering the quote in front of a live audience was prominently
featured in the documentary Bowling for Columbine (Moore, 2002).
The outspoken, NRA figurehead and Vice President, Wayne LaPierre is the
organization’s primary messenger these days and has been known to create controversy when
imposing his philosophy. For example, LaPierre once “wrote a fundraising letter describing
federal agents as ‘jack-booted government thugs’ who wear ‘Nazi bucket helmets and black
storm trooper uniforms to attack law-abiding citizens” (Feldman, 2008, p. 236).
Former President of the United States, CIA director and World War II pilot George H.W.
Bush resigned his lifetime membership with an open letter to the NRA President, at the time,
Thomas L. Washington. George Bush is arguably the most prominent member outside of Mount
Rushmore’s own Teddy Roosevelt.

4

“Dear Mr. Washington,

I was outraged when, even in the wake of the Oklahoma City tragedy, Mr. Wayne
LaPierre, executive vice president of N.R.A., defended his attack on federal agents as
"jack-booted thugs." To attack Secret Service agents or A.T.F. people or any government
law enforcement people as "wearing Nazi bucket helmets and black storm trooper
uniforms" wanting to "attack law abiding citizens" is a vicious slander on good people.
You have not repudiated Mr. LaPierre's unwarranted attack. Therefore, I resign as
a Life Member of N.R.A., said resignation to be effective upon your receipt of this letter.
Please remove my name from your membership list.
Sincerely,
[ signed] George Bush”. (Bush, 1995, p. B10)

Propaganda
What is propaganda? Is it a lost art that saw its heyday during World War Two and then
faded into obscurity, never to be studied again? Apparently not. What is the difference between
communicating a passionate stance on an issue and the spread of propaganda? The definition of
propaganda depends upon the doctrinal guidelines that pertain to the application in which it is
being used. Propaganda can refer to something relatively harmless, such as advertising or
campaigning for political office. It may be viewed in an academic context when studying the
Propaganda Model; or concepts from sociology and psychology, related to critical thinking and
framing.
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The most dangerous, and most common type of deceptive communication throughout
history is propaganda used in a military or governmental application. According to the U.S.
Army doctrine on Psychological Operations (Department of the Army [DA], 2003), which is
applied to all branches of the United States military and each of the allied nations, “propaganda
has traditionally been considered in the context of armed conflicts” (para. 11-1).
The Encyclopedia Britannica defines propaganda as a “more or less systematic effort to
manipulate other people’s beliefs, attitudes, or actions by means of symbols. Deliberateness and
a relatively heavy emphasis on manipulation distinguish propaganda from casual conversation or
the free and easy exchange of ideas” (Smith, 2016, para. 1). Many living people are familiar with
Nazi and even North Korean propaganda, but leaders have used psychology and deception to
manipulate people for as long as history has been recorded. The earliest record, which predates
virtually all existing religious dogma came from Ancient Greece or the Roman Empire.
Augustus, Rome’s first emperor was featured prominently in various graphic depictions
of his image. His images depicted him young well into his older age and a tradition of royal style
portraits was used as opposed to the status quo of realism, such as found in classic Roman
portraiture.
“The explosion in the number of Augustan portraits attests a concerted propaganda
campaign aimed at dominating all aspects of civil, religious, economic and military life with
Augustus's person” (Walker and Burnett, 1981, p.25).

World War II and the Korean Conflict
Perhaps the most notorious recent examples of propaganda on a massive scale were the
tactics of manipulation and deception used by the Nazi Party during its reign in Germany. Adolf
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Hitler used various means of propaganda to influence the populace to support the Nazi party.
Hitler was such a proponent for the spread of mass disinformation and other deceptive tactics, he
assembled a team called the Reich Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda shortly
after coming to power in the early 1930s.
“The role of the new ministry, was to centralise Nazi control of all aspects of German
cultural and intellectual life. Their job was to dominate the conversation of all things pertaining
to German culture while giving the appearance that the Nazi Party had a massive and loyal
support base from the population” (Longerich, 2015, pp. 212–213).
At the beginning of the Kim Dynasty in North Korea, Kim Il-Sung would indoctrinate
millions with a sense of national and racial supremacy, in order to strengthen loyalty among
North Koreans, or encourage South Koreans to defect. The psychological warfare and
confrontational rhetoric of North Korea continues, but has recently begun to slow after
successful meetings with the current administrations from South Korea and the U.S. But as
recently as a few years ago, the reclusive nation has attracted attention with unauthorized missile
launches, military show-of-force-parades and dozens of pictures, radio broadcasts, and videos
depicting North Korea as a superior military force to the U.S. and Japan. All of the tactics
explained above are considered military propaganda as opposed to an act of war because they are
indirect, as opposed to direct military strikes. Here are a few recent examples of visual
propaganda used by North Korea:
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Figure 2 “Defend to the death with
single-minded unity. American
imperialists, see the national power of
Korea!”
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Figure 3 “When provoking a war of
aggression, we will hit back, beginning with
the U.S.”

Institute for Propaganda Analysis (IPA) and Harold Lasswell
The Institute for Propaganda Analysis was based in the U.S. during World War II out of
fear that propaganda was preventing people’s ability to think critically, a central theme that this
research is attempting to understand and articulate as well. The IPA studied Nazi propaganda and
also worked with renowned political and social scientist, Harold Lasswell.
Harold Lasswell holds a Yale Law degree, and is one of the most influential scholars in
the history of propaganda studies. Lasswell analyzed Nazi Propaganda during World War II as
the Chief of the Experimental Division for the Study of War Time Communications. Propaganda
analysis is a component of communication studies thanks to Lasswell. In fact, the Institute for
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Propaganda Analysis actually adopted Lasswell’s definition of propaganda, which is
“Propaganda is the expression of opinions or actions carried out deliberately by individuals or
groups with a view to influence the opinions or actions of other individuals or groups for
predetermined ends through psychological manipulations” (Ellul, 1973, p. xi-xii).
The IPA mission statement was written inside the liner notes of their publication, the
Propaganda Analysis Bulletin. It reads, “The Institute for Propaganda Analysis was established
in October 1937, to conduct objective, non-partisan studies in the field of propaganda and public
opinion. A non-profit organization, it seeks to help the intelligent citizen to detect and to analyze
propaganda by revealing the agencies, techniques and devices used by the propagandist” (Lee,
1939, p. x).
Categories of Propaganda
Traditionally, propaganda has been broken down into three specific categories, black,
white and gray. Analysis methods used to classify propaganda have not changed but have
certainly evolved with generations and technology; as has society. For example, black
propaganda refers to propaganda where the source is not known and white propaganda simply
means that the source is known. But, these terms might be offensive to anyone who is untrained
and uneducated on this concept. To some, the phrase ‘black propaganda’ or ‘white propaganda’
may be interpreted as a reference to skin color and/or race, which may cause confusion on a
massive scale due to the strained race relations in the U.S. in 2020.
It is my intent to rebrand the term black propaganda, and will instead utilize the term
dark propaganda, because the source is veiled in secrecy and the word black seems
inappropriate in this context, as a reference to propaganda. White propaganda refers to the

10

artifacts in which the source is illuminated. I shall replace the term with light propaganda in all
future references.
Light propaganda is typically related to advertising but dark propaganda does not
always necessarily refer to a negative broadcast or message. Propaganda where the source is
known can also be malicious or deceptive. Covert propaganda is usually the most aggressive and
emotionally charged, which is why the most common instances are seen in military operations.
Political Application of Propaganda
In modern times, developed countries see this mostly among political opponents when
they are competing for or against legislation, during routine government business, and especially
during campaigning. Earlier, the Seven Propaganda Devices were named and explained. As a
researcher delves into the critical components that separate simple persuasion from deceptive
communication, a few obvious examples of political propaganda can be found, even when
analyzing politics in free societies such as the United States of America.
As mentioned above, the most common occurrence of political propaganda during
campaigning when politicians do major advertising campaigns on radio, tv and the internet with
‘attack ads’ which are designed and distributed for the purpose of discrediting a political
opponent's resume, policies or character. Sometimes politicians will use speaking engagements
as an opportunity to convey some of the same information and themes that are featured in the
attack ad. In these instances, framing, name-calling and many other concepts from media
propaganda studies are often utilized in the competitive political rhetoric.
The current President of the United States, Donald Trump has often been accused by
detractors of being a propagandist. Whether this is true or not requires an entirely different
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thesis, but there are some definitive examples of Trump's use of propaganda devices, such as
name-calling, for example. Again, name-calling, as a propaganda device is defined
“Giving an idea a bad label is used to make us reject and condemn the idea without
examining the evidence” (Lee, 1939, p. 26). Think back to the earlier discussion about Trump
labeling the media ‘fake news’ whenever they challenge his motivation, integrity, character.
While being investigated by the FBI for election collusion with Russia, or impeached for alleged
abuse of power, he used his platform on Twitter to repeatedly refer to the investigation and the
impeachment as a hoax and a ‘witch-hunt’. In turn, millions of his supporters adopted similar
tactics and can be seen using them to attack news media and other political opponents of Donald
Trump by repeating the same buzzwords and catchphrases that the President prefers to use.
Another common tactic used by Donald Trump is the ‘testimonial’ propaganda device,
which is “When a respected or hated person says that a given idea, program, product or person is
good or bad” (Lee, 1939, p. 74). Trump was very outspoken about his disdain for President
Obama during his tenure as President of the United States, and even remains a committed rival to
Obama, often speaking negatively about his predecessor’s policies such as Universal Health
Care, the Iran Nuclear Deal and the North Korean foreign policy. He often uses his disapproval
of President Obama and his new political rival, Joe Biden, to draw attention to his own policies
and then frame them to be superior in every way.
Does the National Rifle Association use tactics of propaganda to push an agenda on a
target audience in order to influence their behavior? What behavior, if any, is it influencing? This
paper will examine several concepts of propaganda studies through the lens of different social
sciences while illustrating examples of contemporary propaganda currently in practice.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
The intent of this literature review was to determine what other researchers have found
when analyzing propaganda and studying the related theories within journalism and social
psychology. It is of great benefit that scholarly research does not lack in writings about NRA
propaganda. Thus, my review relied upon NRA propaganda found in research articles, journal
articles and a few books by prominent social science scholars who also studied this subject
intensely.
For the scholarly articles written about the subject it was surprising to see a few research
projects which are very similar to mine in that they are reviewing the relationship between the
NRA, propaganda and their influence on the target audience. What is even more fascinating is
the realization that among the literature chosen for review, the results of each of them support the
hypothesis of this research.
In his article Tragedy at Sandy Hook and the National Rifle Association’s Propaganda
Response Andrew Gundlach conducted research that, “focuses on newsletters released since
February 2013, which is when the tragedy at Sandy Hook Elementary School was first
addressed. These articles were chosen because they enable the audience to receive a broader
overview of the NRA’s position based on information coming from three different sources
within the organization. Combined, there are 19 articles making up the collection of artifacts”
(Gundlach, 2014, pp. 9-10).
The research I am conducting will be a similar approach to analyzing media artifacts,
although Gundlach limited the scope of his artifact collection to the NRA website, whereas I will
utilize other sources, with emphasis on their social media and YouTube channel. Nonetheless,
Gundlach (2014) uncovered a recurring theme that my hypothesis was built around, “the NRA
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has multiple methods of responding to unfavorable circumstances. In an attempt to maintain
control of these situations (mass shootings) the NRA has engaged in scapegoating, creating fear,
promoting American ideals, and alienating individuals” (pp. 23-24). Andrew Gundlach attempts
to understand how an organization which is relatively small compared with the population came
to be so powerful. This is another question that we hope to answer in my research, “The NRA
may be quite capable of making large campaign contributions, but they are first and foremost an
enormous grassroots organization capable of calling into action millions of members” (p.14).
In the opening of this paper, I have opined that society is highly vulnerable to various
contemporary forms of mass communication and the research Gundlach (2014) conducted takes
this axiom into account. “This is a nation where information is streaming at citizens from
countless sources. People are exposed to media on computers, cell phones, televisions, radios,
newspapers, and magazines. The result of this information overload is a nation that is heavily
susceptible to propagandistic technique” (p. 30).
In the Journal of the American Forensic Association, Judith Trent conducted a study on
the NRA during the late 1960s. It was published in 1971, entitled The National Rifle Association:
Credibility in a Propaganda Campaign. “This article examines the (National Rifle)
Association’s propaganda campaign during the four years of crisis, 1964-1968, in order to
determine the reason for its success” (Trent, 1971, p. 216).
The crisis to which Trent (1971) refers is a rise in crime rates during the years of the
Vietnam War. Congress attempted to pass legislation, The Gun Control Act of 1968, while the
NRA created and maintained a paradox which allowed their lobbying efforts to essentially defeat
the bill. Although the bill passed, the NRA had it altered in such a way that the legislation was
rendered ineffective. (p. 216)
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Trent’s research evaluated NRA artifacts that were available in that day and age. Among
the items reviewed were mostly pamphlets and magazine articles. The research concluded that
“Between 1964 and 1968 the National Rifle Association prevented Congress from adopting any
gun control legislation when the President and at least seventy percent of the public thought it
was needed. Even though their arguments were superficial at best and based on outright
distortions of fact at worst, they were believed and actively supported by hundreds of thousands
of citizens” (p. 223).
It is very interesting to note that around 70% of the public thought gun control was
needed. That figure is from the late 1960’s. Consider this Pew Research data collected in 2017:

Figure 4 “Broad public support for
banning gun sales to the mentally ill,
people federal no-fly watch lists”.
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The numbers are strikingly similar. 66% of Americans believe that people who are on nofly lists should not be allowed to own a weapon. Private gun sales and gun shows have long been
a loophole central to the various ‘common sense gun law’ initiatives. Legislation continues to
fail to correct this problem, yet the public is largely in favor of background checks. Lastly 73%
strongly favor while another 15% somewhat favor keeping weapons out of the hands of the
mentally ill. In 2013, a well-executed quantitative research project achieved similar results, with
a number almost identical to the Pew Research poll about mentally ill people owning guns.
In 2013, Emma McGinty, Daniel Webster and Colleen Barry published a well-executed
quantitative research article that achieved similar results; with a number almost identical to the
Pew Research poll question about mentally ill people owning guns, entitled Effects of News
Media Messages About Mass Shootings on Attitudes Toward Persons with Serious Mental Illness
and Public Support for Gun Control Policies. (2013)

In this study, we examined these issues in a survey-embedded randomized experiment.
Participants in an online survey panel were randomly assigned to groups instructed to
read one of three news stories or to a no-exposure control group. The three news stories
described 1) a mass shooting event by a person with serious mental illness who used a
gun with a large-capacity magazine; 2) the same mass shooting event and a proposal for a
gun restriction policy for persons with serious mental illness; and 3) the same mass
shooting event and a proposal to ban large-capacity magazines. This approach allowed us
to test whether exposure to a news media portrayal of a mass shooting heightened
negative attitudes toward persons with serious mental illness, raised support for gun
restrictions for persons with serious mental illness, and raised support for a ban on largecapacity magazines, compared with the control condition. (McGinty et al., p. 495)
16

The results concluded that 71% of the respondents in the control group were in support of
restricting the mentally ill from purchasing a firearm, which is similar to the findings of the 1971
Judith Trent research and the 2017 Pew Research. Another eerie similarity between the Pew
Research findings and those uncovered by the team of McGinty, Webster and Barry is that 49%
and 48% of the respondents, respectively, support banning of large-capacity magazines. (p. 496)
One central theme of literature shared with my research is the idea that certain actors
appear to be manipulating the gun control narrative for the purpose of making a complex
discourse seem a simple one. Societal dissonance results, and the issue never seems to move
forward, but the propaganda is one of the biggest hurdles. Tyrey-Jefferson says, “The future of
gun control in the United States depends upon our ability to move beyond the rhetoric of fear and
distortion and focus on the complete picture” (Tyrey-Jefferson, 1995, p. 33). Is this assessment
of the gun control narrative accurate? Is rhetoric of fear and distortion preventing gun control
legislation? This research intends to define those parameters and make a determination that can
be accepted by the academic community of social science.
In his New Yorker article, How the NRA Manipulates Gun Owners and the Media,
Michael Luo (2018) illuminates some interesting facts about the NRA’s communication strategy
in the digital age. “Over the past few months, the N.R.A. has released a succession of Web
videos, all strikingly bellicose even by the standards of the association. They’re also notable for
how far they seem to veer from the N.R.A. 's ostensible priority, defending gun rights” (Luo,
2018, para. 4). As a senior editor of The New Yorker, Luo was once an investigative journalist
with the New York Times, who spent countless hours researching the questionable tactics of the
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NRA, including their attempts to lobby against gun research and lobby for the gun ownership
rights of the mentally incompetent.
Luo once spoke with a prominent NRA lobbyist, Richard Feldman, whose 2007 book
Ricochet: Confessions of a Gun Lobbyist revealed that he was at odds with the NRA due to their
methods and goals which he felt often, “overshadow protect(tion) of Constitutional liberties”
(para. 7). Feldman was interviewed for the article, at which time he revealed that “The N.R.A. is
not so much interested in winning. They’re interested in fighting, because fighting is great for
fund-raising and membership recruitment” (para. 8)
Jeffrey Rosen gives insight into how the digital age has vastly changed the way people
communicate with one another. In his Atlantic article titled, America Is Living James Madison’s
Nightmare, Rosen explains that James Madison’s vision for a society that could shift away from
monarchy and confederacy while alleviating previous vulnerabilities to mob rule and despotism,
seemed progressive at the time, but was perhaps shortsighted. Who could have imagined that the
traditional angry pitchfork mob would one day be able to mobilize without being in the same
room or even same country with other individuals? Technology makes that possible. It’s the new
normal.
While the framers of The Constitution accounted for just about every historical and
theoretical action that could threaten the balance of democracy, they certainly were not able to
predict the future. According to Rosen (2018), “Factions arise, [Madison] believed, when public
opinion forms and spreads quickly. But they can dissolve if the public is given time and space to
consider long-term interests rather than short-term gratification” (para 3). Obviously public
opinion still forms and spreads quickly, but due to the internet and it’s continuous operation
during all hours of the day, the public opinion does not dissolve quickly as it did in the pre-
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industrial age and certainly not in today’s era of digital mass communication. In fact, not only
are most contemporary moral issues exacerbated by social media, they are actually caught in a
strange ether that behaves in ways even the most astute professional social scientists fail to
understand.

History of Propaganda Analysis in the United States
In his 1939 book, “The Fine Art of Propaganda”, Alfred McClung Lee identified specific
recurring themes found in propaganda. His approach was directed by the Institute for Propaganda
Analysis (IPA), in order to study the radio broadcasts of Father Charles Coughlin, a Catholic
priest who was one of the most prominent broadcasters of the mid-1930’s. Lee opined that
Coughlin’s radio broadcasts were “a fairly typical borrowing of foreign anti-democracy
propaganda methods by an American propagandist.” (Lee, 1939, p. x)
Lee (1939) developed the ‘Seven Propaganda Devices’ from this research, which was
later distributed by the IPA in a newsletter called the Propaganda Analysis Bulletin. (p. 26) The
first of the seven devices is referred to as Name-calling. “Giving an idea a bad label is used to
make us reject and condemn the idea without examining the evidence.” An example of this
practice can be seen on a weekly basis on President Donald Trump’s official Twitter page, where
he often refers to political opponents by derogatory nicknames. His main political rival in the
2016 election was Hillary Clinton, whom he rebranded “Crooked Hillary”, a reminder to his base
that millions of right-leaning Americans consider her untrustworthy due to her involvement in
multiple national scandals.
Glittering generalities “Associating something with ‘virtue word’ is used to make us
accept and approve (some) thing(s) without examining the evidence” (p. 47). This is similar to
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name-calling, in reverse priority. Rather than using a disparaging name, this tactic uses key
words often linked with virtuous behavior. A terrorist group in the United States call themselves
‘ANTIFA’, short for anti-fascist. This is deceptive because their title insinuates righteousness
when their behavior is violent and sometimes deadly. Transfer is when someone “carries the
authority and sanction of something prestig(ous) of something respected and revered over to
something else, in order to make the latter successful” (p. 69).
Testimonial “When a respected or hated person say that a given idea, program, product or
person is good or bad” (p. 74). This can be manifest in ways beyond the example given by Lee,
but the principle is still relevant today. Any human science is only as reliable as humans are.
“One possibility is that someone may be fabricating or exaggerating a story to suit his or her own
purposes. Thus, overgeneralizing from a testimonial may cause us to formulate a belief that
squarely contradicts reality” (Ruscio, 2006, p. 202). Plain folks “A method by which a speaker
attempts to convince the audience that their ideas are good because they “are of the people” or
“plain folks” (Lee, 1939, p. 92). It is very common for politicians to use this tactic, especially
during campaign tours and big speeches. Politicians will even roll up their sleeves and a hardhat,
shake hands of the ‘everyman’ and get in the trenches with the ‘salt of the earth’ to show their
loyalty to the working class, which is the largest population in the voter base.
Card stacking “involves the selection and use of facts or falsehoods, illustrations or
distractions, and logical or illogical statements in order to give the worst possible case for an
idea, program, person or product” (Lee, 1939, p. 95). Imagine someone were trying to sell a car
by saying that it has low miles, only one previous owner and is priced below market value. These
facts may be truthful, but if the car was involved in an accident, has an engine leak and frame
damage, the salesman would be ‘card-stacking’.
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Bandwagon “Has as its theme - ‘every(one) - at least all of us (are) doing it.’ With it, the
propagandist attempts to convince us that all members of a group to which we belong are
accepting his program and that we must therefore follow our crowd and ‘jump on the
bandwagon’”.

Propaganda Analysis and Propaganda Theory in Media Studies
The Propaganda Model was first developed in the late 1980’s by critical or progressive
scholars Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky. In their book Manufacturing Consent: The
Political Economy of the Mass Media, Herman and Chomsky (1988) created a Propaganda
communication model based on the assumption that mass communication media of the U.S. are
“effective and powerful ideological institutions that carry out a system-supportive propaganda
function, by reliance on market forces, internalized assumptions, and self-censorship, and
without overt coercion” (p. 306).
The team of Herman and Chomsky used the Propaganda Model as a way to analyze key
components, starting with a short outline of five concepts that attempt to explain the
effectiveness of propaganda. These distorting filters are referred to as the Five Filters of
Editorial Bias. The first is Size, Ownership, and Profit Orientation. This means that the
dominant media outlets are controlled by corporations. Herman and Chomsky argue that the
conglomerate media model renders the media’s agenda more obligated to the financial interests
of the company and its shareholders than it does to journalistic integrity. They claim the reason
this axiom is so problematic is the fact that audience members are largely oblivious to deception,
due to a general expectation of truthful reporting from well-known news media outlets.
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The Advertising License to Do Business is the next of the five filters. Similar to the above
concept, this principle refers to the obligation that a media outlet has to its advertisers, without
which, it would not be commercially viable and the business model would fail. This fact leads to
news outlets catering to the political and ideological beliefs of advertisers in order to maintain
good working relationships. After they discuss the advertising license to do business, they
elaborate on Sourcing Mass Media News. Herman and Chomsky argue that “to minimize such
financial danger, news media businesses editorially distort their reporting to favor government
and corporate policies in order to stay in business” (Herman, 1988).
Flak and the Enforcers refers to backlash that the media endure when a subculture,
organization or even an individual may wield it. News media outlets are beholden to the
audience, and critics of their content. Today’s so-called outrage culture gives a great example of
this concept in practice. Fear of cancellation, protests, mass outrage and any other type of civil
disapproval often guide the news media in their framing processes.
Consider this example. While reporting on the recent death of NBA superstar Kobe
Bryant, MSNBC Anchor Alison Morris had a slip of tongue and mistakenly referred to the Los
Angeles Lakers basketball team as the “Nakers”. While the misspoken word appeared to be
harmless and unintentional, 100,000 people signed a petition calling for her firing, claiming that
she intentionally used a racial slur. (Bruster, 2020)
Anti-Communism/War on Terror was implemented at the After end of the Cold War in
the 1980’s, the authors have since rebranded this editorial filter as War on Terror - which is a
major force in shaping national narratives, similar to the way that Covid-19 is currently
dominating the global media conversation. Of course, how the particular story is framed by each
individual outlet varies, depending on its target audience.

22

Positioning
The way that propaganda is presented affects how it is processed, therefore the
presentation must be deliberate, everything must be positioned in a way that will guide the target
audience to specific conclusions. Propaganda can be produced from any subject matter and
distributed endlessly. However, if left too open to interpretation, it is unlikely to penetrate the
psyche and influence the behavior of the target audience. A major force multiplier in creating
effective propaganda is the way in which it is presented.
This is also known as positioning. These concepts apply to information and language as
well most types of communication. As with propaganda there are many ways to study framing
theory within multiple disciplines. This research will focus on the use of framing in media and
how social psychology uses framing theory to understand the cognitive process that occurs on
the receiving end of its effects and usually relies on one or more of the seven propaganda
devices.
“Rather than sacrificing opportunities, a narrow focus often creates opportunities. In
1980, faced with $20 Million in losses, Scandinavian Airlines (SAS) executives decided to
position the airline as the ‘business traveler’s airline’. SAS created EuroClass for business
travelers. The move revived SAS: The airline made $80 million profit in EuroClass’s first year.
In short, positioning SAS as the most desireable airline for business travelers made it the most
desirable airline to business travelers and tourists” (Beckwith, 1997, pp. 104-105).

Other Related Theories in Media Studies
Framing theory pairs well with propaganda but it is also heavily influenced by, and
virtually synonymous with agenda-setting theory and is essentially a sub-discipline of that and
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other theories, like mass society theory; the latter of which fosters the very existence of
propaganda. “The concept of framing is related to the agenda-setting tradition but expands the
research by focusing on the essence of the issues at hand rather than on a particular topic. The
basis of framing theory is that the media focuses attention on certain events and then places them
within a field of meaning” (Davie, 2014, para. 1).
In this paper, several themes have been discussed along with theories that occur along
many of those themes. Framing Theory was briefly discussed in this paper, but others have
illuminated a path through different theories that this research will explore further. In their
article, Propaganda and Persuasion, Garth S. Jowett and Victoria O'Donnell uncover some other
theories that may be helpful in the research of propaganda analysis, many of which are related to
social psychology.
Mass society theory and propaganda theory belong to a class known as grand social
theory, that Baran and Davis, (2012) defined as “highly ambitious, macroscopic, speculative
theories that attempt to understand and predict important trends in culture and society” (p. 216).
Marxist theory also holds similar assumptions and practices as propaganda theory as well. Marx
believed that average people were being misled by elites, who encouraged them to act against
their own interests; while propaganda theory also attributes subjugation of society on the
inherent ignorance of average people. Also, Marxism shares the philosophy of propaganda
theory that people who are under its influence are oblivious and unaware of their own
exploitation.
Another media theory which could prove useful in this research is Diffusion of
Innovations theory, developed by Everett Rogers in 1962, which states “The process in which an
innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social
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system.” (Rogers, 2003, p. 474). Initially, it is not easy to draw parallels to a theory which
attempts to understand the phenomenon of technology adoption, to theories which deal with
propaganda. But they are, in fact, related. As Jowett and O’Donnell explain (Jowett and
O’Donnell, 1992, pp. 122-54) “Innovation occurs as the result of interaction along the links of a
network. Individuals can modify innovations as part of the adoption of them. This theory is of
particular importance to those who are interested in attitudinal and behavioral change in a natural
setting, such as in a developing nation or an organization”

Related Concepts in Psychology, Sociology and Social Psychology
Various theories within psychology speak to the previously mentioned problem and help
this research insofar as the re-emerging themes allow a researcher to familiarize oneself with
several basic logical fallacies; or breaches in the mind’s perimeter defense against nonsense, for
lack of a better term. These concepts from psychology play a significant role in the methodology
in this research, and it is of critical importance to understand them. That is the only way to truly
understand the big picture; by conceptualizing the machinations that are within the cognitive
process of the subconscious and the elusive conscious mind. This built-in margin of error is
capable of rendering the human mind incredibly vulnerable to false information. There are
various reasons for this.
Frame Analysis was a concept developed by sociologist Erving Goffman (1974) in an
attempt to understand if all these concepts were socially constructed expectations “in social
theory, framing is a schema of interpretation, a collection of anecdotes and stereotypes, that
individuals rely on to understand and respond to events” (p. 41). He found that such frames are
initially learned socially, but developed and organized through one’s own experience. “a
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systematic account of how we use expectations to make sense of everyday life situations and the
people in them”. (Baran and Davis, 2012, p. 330)
In other words, people build a series of mental "filters" through biological and cultural
influences. They then use these filters to make sense of the world. The choices they then make
are influenced by their creation of a frame. Phenomena such as racial bias, stereotypes or
attitudes can sometimes be explained through ‘framing analysis’.
Goffman (1974) Identified four distinct characteristics of our socially constructed
expectations. They are: 1) Expectations are based on previous experience, 2) they can be quite
resistant to change, 3) they arouse strong emotions and 4) they are often applied without our
conscious awareness.
The framing effect of language combines elements of social psychology, sociology and
media studies. Anyone with access to a mass audience can use their platform to inform, help or
educate people, but it can be used to manipulate people as well. This is precisely why
propaganda relies so heavily on framing. Not only does framing in mass media rely on the
doctrine from sociology but the main area of emphasis is within psychology and explains how
individuals begin to change their behavior through cognition.
This is best understood with some of the framing concepts from psychology, such as the
framing effect of language. It is important to familiarize oneself with the concepts of psychology
that pertain to framing. Doing so allows a researcher to understand how subtle communication
can have damaging effects. The framing effects of language are most commonly achieved with
deceptive language, misleading information or the creation of false dichotomies.
“When you suspect that someone may be trying to pull the wool over your eyes with the
deceptive use of language, you should attempt to see what that person is really saying. We have
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seen that the strategic framing of issues and tactical violations of conversational maxims can be
subtle, yet yield powerful effects” (Ruscio, 2006, p. 40).
The most common term that people with a basic education have been exposed to at one
is cognitive dissonance; and it is often used as a catch-all in colloquial language of water cooler
psychology. That does nothing to lessen its relevance, it’s merely a simplification of a much
deeper school of thought, which revolves around critical thinking.
False dichotomies occur when an actor or author presents a complex social science issue
as a dichotomous variable, rather than a continuous one. This practice is very common in
partisan politics. Like ‘gun control’ - other contemporary moral issues are often relegated to false
dichotomies. An example in the gun control debate is the relationship with gun control advocates
and second amendment absolutists, the latter of which typically subscribe to the ideology of the
NRA and other gun enthusiasts who interpret near boundless personal freedom within the 2nd
amendment.
A second amendment absolutist propagates the idea that any gun legislation whatsoever
is an infringement on the Second Amendment. But, if one were to recall the verbiage of the
Second Amendment (A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the
right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed)” (U.S. Const. amend. II)
The constitution promises the right to bear arms, but this term is extremely vague.
Missiles, rockets, tanks and fighter jets did not exist when this was written, yet civilian people
are forbidden from owning them. They are considered arms, so why do the same people who
own military style weapons accept this ineligibility to own other military weapons, except for the
assault rifle, the most common weapon used in military operations. That’s because the issue has
been presented to them as a false dichotomy.

27

On the opposing side of the argument, gun control advocates, particularly Barack Obama,
proposed a better method of conducting background checks, to prevent mentally ill or violent
criminals from purchasing weapons legally. He also attempted to close loopholes in gun laws
which may allow someone to work around the current screening system and purchase a firearm.
Any reasonable and prudent person would surely agree that none of those things infringe
on the second amendment. But the false dichotomy that gun control is synonymous with massive
gun confiscation has been in the social communication sphere, especially in federal politics, for
so long that it has cemented the narrative into a binary opposition. This research intends to
expose the manipulative NRA tactics and find the truth behind the propaganda by going beyond
the headlines to cross reference data, and classify it in accordance with media theories and other
social science disciplines.

Mainstream Media, the Internet and Social Networking
Mainstream media is not the sole proprietor of framing. Many big networks have come
under scrutiny from both scholars and citizens over the last decade for this apparent trend of
sensationalism and entertainment, as opposed to objective news reporting. One insult the
President of the United States often lobs at media outlets is to refer to them as ‘Fake News’. This
phrase was coined by President Trump some time during his presidential campaign. The
unflattering label is reserved for those news outlets which Trump deems untrustworthy (by some
unknown criteria).
A great way to see framing, agenda setting, and sometimes even propaganda in real time
is to find a popular story which is being covered by most news outlets and then read or watch the
story on two or more outlets. This exercise will produce results that demonstrate a drastic
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difference in, not only the way something is framed and reported but also how the analysts from
each network explain what the story means to them ….and should mean to you, the viewer, as
well.
For example, during the 2019 impeachment hearings for President Donald Trump, some
outlets reported fair and objectively while others clearly chose a definitive side of the issue, by
giving their assessment of whether the democrats or republicans had a more productive or
‘victorious day’ in the hearings. For example, it was no coincidence that Fox News did not favor
the democrats as they recapped the impeachment hearings each day. It is also very telling that
CNN never had a sudden change of heart that led to them supporting republicans.
Both were consistent with their established political views. From an outside perspective it
certainly calls their objectivity into question. The ‘CNN versus Fox News Litmus Test’ will
generally produce the most polarizing results, but it works just as well to compare outlets that
occupy different areas in the political and the contemporary moral issue spectrum. As with
propaganda there are many ways to study framing theory within multiple disciplines. This
research will focus on the use of framing in media and how psychology uses framing theory to
understand the cognitive process that occurs on the receiving end of its effects. Framing theory
pairs well with propaganda but it is also heavily influenced by, and virtually synonymous with
agenda-setting theory. Different scholars don’t necessarily agree. Donald H. Weaver (Weaver,
2007) believes that there is a clear distinction. “framing selects certain aspects of an issue and
makes them more prominent in order to elicit certain interpretations and evaluations of the issue,
whereas agenda setting introduces the issue topic to increase its salience and accessibility” (p.
57, 142).
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In other words, one can practice agenda-setting without framing, but to frame an issue,
agenda setting is ever present. If there is no agenda, there can be no parameters for the frames.
“The concept of framing is related to the agenda-setting tradition. The basis of framing theory is
that the media focuses attention on certain events and then places them within a field of
meaning” (Davie, 2014, para. 1).
Social media shares a large part of the blame, and that statement alone could elicit a
research question worthy of a lengthy dissertation. Smartphones account for the majority of
devices which people use to access the internet. (Brooks, Kennedy, Moen and Ranly, 2017) To
keep it simple, the way in which humans communicate has continuously evolved since the
beginning of language, but the change in the last 20 years is probably more drastic than the
previous 200. Think about it. The phone was invented in 1876, but it was almost 100 years
before the first mobile phone was developed. Now, consider that phones with the internet only
became available to the public in 1999. Yet, less than 20 years later Hollywood juggernauts,
Steven Soderbergh for example, have created films with a budget in excess of one million dollars
filmed using an iPhone. Who could have predicted that? No one could have known, in the same
way that the second and third order effects of the over-reliance on technology remain uncertain.
When the facts and figures of usage are put into perspective, it is plain to see how social
media can be so effective and the content so persuasive. “About two-thirds of American adults
(68%) say they at least occasionally get news on social media, about the same share as at this
time in 2017, according to a new Pew Research Center survey” (Shearer and Matsa, 2018).
This is not to say that ALL news obtained from a social media site is propaganda. It
simply means that users should proceed with caution when forming conclusions about what they
read, watch or listen to - especially on the internet. Traditional mass media, such as magazine or
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newspaper articles are usually written by professionals and must go through a vetting and
approval process before publishing. This process is important to not only ensure correct
information, but also to verify its consistency with the values of that company and will do
nothing to tarnish their reputation. Internet sources do not always adhere to the standards of
journalistic integrity. It no longer requires any licensure, formal education, capital or any of the
other traditional barriers to entry that once existed in media.
Anyone with a smart device and internet connectivity, can post anything online! The
author’s credibility, journalistic background, workforce experience with writing and digital
content creation (or lack thereof) matters not. It seems plausible that most people who consume
media online do not cross-reference media artifacts at the same rate at which they consume
media. Until an author’s credentials and content have been verified, it is best to approach any and
all information from the internet with reasonable skepticism until the verification of all facts is
complete. This practice is a pillar of critical thinking.
Sharing stories, photos or memes is a very common practice on the internet. It’s easy to
do, and usually encouraged. A sharing widget, or internet icon-button, is usually the most
readily-available function when viewing digital content on the internet. The connectivity on a
national and global level allows for mass distribution which can reach millions of people.
Sometimes this process occurs very rapidly, in a matter of days or even hours, prompting the
content to be labeled as “viral”, having reached a large audience in a short amount of time.
Thus, the weaponization of propaganda becomes exponentially more dangerous in the
digital space. According The Washington Post “Today, propaganda posters have been replaced
by digital visuals, such as the meme, that are easily produced, mass-disseminated and politically
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pointed, with the potential to do even greater damage to American politics and society than
propaganda posters did a century ago” (Hasic, 2019. para 3).

Military Application of Propaganda
The military definition differs slightly from the academic one. The history of propaganda
for use in a military application was discussed earlier in the paper, but it is worth noting that
propaganda is still very much in practice, despite a prevailing belief to the contrary.
Organizations such as the Taliban and Isis actively disseminate propaganda for the purposes of
recruiting Soldiers, threatening enemies and civilians, or influencing several other types of
behavior. Some countries, North Korea for example, still actively practice it on their citizens.
The only known U.S. military application of propaganda analysis is within the specialty
of Psychological Operations or PSYOP. Both Civil Affairs and PSYOP exist within the same
branch - Special Operations Command (SOCOM). Small tactical units often deploy with Special
Forces units for the purpose of conducting social psychology research on a target audience,
analyzing enemy propaganda and creating advertising campaigns designed to influence the
behavior of the target audience.
The official U.S. Army definition of Psychological Operations is “The mission of PSYOP
is to influence the behavior of foreign target audiences to support U.S. national objectives.
PSYOP accomplishes this by conveying selected information and/or advising on actions that
influence the emotions, motives, objective reasoning, and ultimately the behavior of foreign
audiences” (Department of the Army, Psychological Operations, Tactics, Techniques and
Procedures, 2003, p. 1-2).
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The U.S. Army and all allied military organizations define propaganda as “intentionally
incorrect or misleading information directed against an adversary or potential adversary to
disrupt or influence any sphere of national power—informational, political, military, or
economic” (DA, 2003, para 11-7).

SCAME Technique of Propaganda Analysis
The military method of propaganda analysis that stands for source, content, audience,
medium and effect. Clearly this model is directly influenced by Lasswell, as the five W’s are
identical, despite having mostly different names. The SCAME technique goes much further into
detail by asking many more questions about each of the five W’s. Once those have been
identified and a suspected artifact of propaganda is chosen for analysis, the researcher begins to
look for more information than what is always readily available within the intended message.
(DA, 2003, para. 11-24)
The collection of information confirms or denies the presence of such a program and
enables the PSYOP analyst to “flesh out” the opponent’s plan. This analysis involves searches in
the international media and local media, detailed propaganda analysis as items arrive, and
population and TA actions and reactions. The themes, TA, and objectives all build to complete a
“picture” for the PSYOP analyst. 11-40.
An analysis of the lines of persuasion used is necessary to understand decisions made by
the propagandist, which are not always readily available. For example, it is essential to determine
why they chose this particular audience, why they felt the message would be effective and what
appeals did they use to elicit an emotional response, rather than a rational one.
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Chapter Three: Method
Qualitative Descriptive Analysis
The method being used for this research is a hybrid technique known as qualitative
descriptive analysis. Qualitative research is used in sociology, anthropology and media studies
more often than quantitative methods. It differs greatly from the latter in that there is no
intervention with the subjects and also no variable manipulation. Also, human behavior can only
be observed in a historical context or in real-time. While there are impact indicators and
measures of effectiveness to help predict a trajectory or to identify patterns, free will eliminates
any and all control factors that can predict what a human being will do in a given situation.
Human behavior is impossible to predict with a degree of certainty on par with physics or
mathematics, in which the same equation will always produce the same results. A quantitative
approach was considered at the genesis of this research project, but was subsequently ruled out
as the viable methodology for this subject. The qualitative descriptive analysis highlights
recurring and overlapping themes to summarize the findings by taking an in-depth look at
common themes and tactics which are best explained with media and related social sciences.
Thus, it was most appropriate to use a qualitative method that involves intense compiling
of data and a holistic approach to describe a phenomenon. In the research paper titled Qualitative
and descriptive research: Data type versus data analysis, Hossein Nassaji (2015) states,
“Qualitative research collects data qualitatively, and the method of analysis is also primarily
qualitative. This often involves an inductive exploration of the data to identify recurring themes,
patterns, or concepts and then describing and interpreting those categories” (2015, p. 129).
A hybrid approach was critical to the success of this type of research. Two digital media
artifacts were carefully analyzed under the guidance of several theories related to qualitative
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research and articulated in the Results and Discussion sections below. With qualitative
descriptive design, this research was able to produce a complete, qualitative analysis - and
summary of two specimens of digital propaganda from the 21st century.
The creation of a new Hybrid Model of Propaganda Analysis is the desired end-state of
this research project. The scholarly voice of reason is currently lacking in regards to the
propaganda research in the new millennium. While social scientists are still trying to remain
pragmatic about the multidimensional vacuum of new communication technologies, propaganda
continues to evolve and thrive. It is not a lost art, nor is the analysis and exposure of propaganda.

Procedures Used in Data Analysis
The methods in this research borrow from principles and theories in media studies, social
psychology and some visual sociology, as well as research techniques within politics and
military strategy that rely on those disciplines. They have been discussed throughout this paper and my research seeks to modernize the way propaganda analysis is conducted in the new
millennium. This model of propaganda analysis is predicated on the Lasswell model of
communication - and the methodology follows Lasswell’s guidelines as well as that of the U.S.
Army SCAME Technique of Propaganda Analysis and the doctrine set forth by the Institute of
Propaganda Analysis, such as the definitions and terms associated with their methods, along with
the identification of propaganda devices, deceptive language and framing tactics.
The new Hybrid Model of Propaganda Analysis is a very simple model, which is easy to
follow and easy to understand. The heavy lifting only begins once the raw data has been
uncovered; and from there the research proceeds to put this information into perspective so that it
makes sense to anyone who reads it. Before it can be presented, however, it must be vetted
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across objective parties. Much the same way that any body of work in academia is peer
reviewed, so too should propaganda and the results of propaganda analysis that may exist for the
artifact being studied.
In addition to the extreme vetting that is necessary to adhere to the scientific method and
journalism, a strong understanding of media concepts like propaganda theory, propaganda
studies, framing theory, and agenda-setting theory and other related theories is crucial. Lastly,
the researcher must have a wealth of knowledge (or a willingness to aggressively obtain
knowledge) of many of those same terms in the context of psychology and sociology. When
these themes emerge and coalesce, the researcher can begin to pinpoint and highlight lines of
persuasion and appeals, such as the seven propaganda devices, the framing effect of language,
Goffman’s frame analysis and the various logical fallacies under the category of cognitive
dissonance, which include things like confirmation bias, assimilation bias, availability bias or the
belief-perseverance effect. (Levy, 156).
Individual item analysis will be used to analyze two separate items from the NRA
website. The first item is the digital version of the aforementioned ‘Ten-Point Plan) mailing
campaign. The poster is embedded in a 2,077-word article written by NRA Executive Vice
President Wayne LaPierre, which is the second item to be analyzed as an individual item. The
classification of this analysis is considered objective.
Objective Individual Item Analysis combines several methods available to analyze
specific propaganda products. This method of propaganda content analysis is continuous and can
be used to categorize propaganda, maintain and update databases that track multiple artifacts.
This enables rapid analysis, which is best when tracking media-based propaganda. Media outlets
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usually develop a pattern that allows, which in turn enables the researcher to recognize trends
and possibly predict future communications and/or messages. (DA, 2003)
After an individual item analysis, this research involves verifying information across
multiple sources, in order to determine examples where misinformation or disinformation are
being deliberately employed. Richard Alan Nelson provides a definition of the term in a media
context: “Propaganda is neutrally defined as a systematic form of purposeful persuasion that
attempts to influence the emotions, attitudes, opinions, and actions of specified target audiences
for ideological, political or commercial purposes through the controlled transmission of onesided messages (which may or may not be factual) via mass and direct media channels” (Nelson,
1996, pp. 232–233).

A New Hybrid Model for Propaganda Analysis in the Digital Age
It is not only the presentation that a psychological operations, multi-media approach is
concerned with, but also how it is received. Once all available raw data from the propaganda has
been collected, the research begins a meticulously deconstruction of the useful information. The
researcher will deploy their knowledge of journalism, psychology and all related propaganda
theories within, to independently verify all information through other sources. When deceit is
identified and labeled, a more accurate and truthful message can be constructed in a counterargument, or in this case, for academic illustration purposes.
This is only possible if the artifact in question is actually deceptive propaganda. It is
entirely possible to encounter propaganda which is truthful, harmless and/or positive and
uplifting. This research is not concerned with anything other than deceptive digital mass
communication. The hypothesis in this research depends upon assumptions that the NRA
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artifacts being discussed in the results section of this paper are deceptive communication, making
them disinformation, which is deliberate propaganda. In order to attain those results, read the
next section, which articulates each step of the process, what a researcher should be looking for,
and how to analyze propaganda in a multi-disciplinary and dynamic fashion.

Assessments and Measures
Source Analysis is the first action upon receipt or discovery of propaganda is determining
the source and categorizing them accordingly; as an individual, organization, political party, etc.
Most of this information is readily available at the first exposure to any propaganda in digital
media form, be it audio, visual, audio visual or otherwise. The research process slowly
illuminates the gross audience that was reached and what effect, if any, that it had on their
behavior. During the initial review of the basic five W’s, which are found in Lasswell’s
communication model, it usually becomes clear what specific target audience the propaganda
was attempting to influence.
The analysis of the source considers all facets of the design, development and
dissemination to gain a better understanding of the source’s intent, capabilities and classification.
(DA, 2003). It begins with the individual and/or the organization from which it came and
considers the date it was originally published as a frame of reference within the context of timing
and urgency. The source of the propaganda refers to the Actor, author, authority or disseminator.
(p. 11-10, para. 11-28)
Actors can range from literal on-camera actors who are reading a script or posing in a
photo or video, or whomever the propagandist has chosen to represent or convey a message. It
could be a prisoner being recorded by the enemy or a military leader making demands or claims
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against an enemy. It could be a political candidate reading a prompter or a college professor
teaching a class about subjects that are not universally accepted by the academic community.
Anyone associated involved with the presentation of propaganda is considered an actor.
Authors are individuals who either write, film, produce or create a message of
propaganda. It helps the analysis if the production location or outlet can be identified. In other
words, if it is from a TV or radio station, where is it located? What is the name and who owns it?
All of this assists the counter-propaganda process. For this research it will be the NRA and any
individuals involved in the process.
Authority specifically refers to a propaganda source that holds some credibility for the
target audience. Though some outliers will disagree, generally speaking, most people in a free
society trust most information that comes from authority figures, such as the local police chief or
mayor. Though each individual who comprises the target audience may not admire and respect
that person in the position of authority, the position of leadership automatically categorizes them
as an authority.
Disseminators are usually fairly obvious, and in this research, they have been identified,
though that is not always the case. No matter how rudimentary a propaganda artifact or campaign
might be, there is always a decision-making echelon who has approved the dissemination of the
message. It is entirely possible that an individual or organization could comprise all three roles,
actor, author and authority. Consider Alex Jones of Infowars as an example. Jones’ is a
controversial radio host known for radical conspiracy theories, such as the one that currently has
him embroiled in a multi-million dollar lawsuit. Jones is being sued by several victims who lost
their children in the tragic Sandy Hook shooting.
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Each of these four, actor, author, authority and disseminator must be identified as
applicable, and should also be classified as dark, light, or gray during this phase of the process as
well. NOTE: The source can ONLY be classified as dark, light or gray if that information is
known. NO assumptions can be made in the absence of verifiable evidence. Once the source has
been categorized, it enables the propaganda analyst to assess the credibility of the source. For the
purposes of this research the level of credibility will be denoted using basic verbiage, such as
low, moderate, high, or inconclusive. The history of the NRA’s communication and overall
approval of their messages will form the basis for these criteria.
Content Analysis starts by asking: What is the source propaganda telling the target
audience? What action is the propaganda attempting to elicit? This step in the analysis process
focuses on the message that the author is trying to convey and indicates the desired behavior of
the target audience which the source intends to influence. During this phase of the analysis the
content is deconstructed to reveal the meaning of the message, the reason for its dissemination
and the intended purpose or objective.
Among the themes to be identified during the content analysis phase include the
evaluation of objectives, lines of persuasion, appeals and framing tactics. The key concepts being
evaluated in the results section will be lines of persuasion, logical fallacies and recurring themes,
which emerge during the analysis; and will be examined at the intersection of media studies and
social psychology’s interpretation of propaganda theory and framing.
Lines of persuasion refer to the central point of the message and include appeals and a
technique that is believed likely to succeed in the influence of behavior. This concept is very
similar to ideas connected with framing theory, social psychology and U.S. PSYOP doctrine,
Lines of persuasion and appeals will come under the most scrutiny for this research. (DA, 2003)
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The appeals follow the same guidelines as previously discussed, with the seven
propaganda devices being the most common and identifiable. To recall, they are name calling,
glittering generalities, transfer, testimonial, plain folks, card stacking, and bandwagon. The seven
propaganda devices are considered in-group out-group appeals and are commonly used in
recruitment or political messages; the latter of which tends to focus on influencing the target
audience to vote a certain way. There are, however, an endless amount of appeals and those have
been identified and discussed in the results below. (p. 5-10, para. 5-48)
Symbols are extremely important when considering content analysis, especially when
observing 2-D visual artifacts or even audio/audiovisual presentations. If the symbols are
recognizable, they tend to be the most effective and even more so if the symbols are meaningful
and relevant to the target audience. Symbols also contribute to the legitimacy and authority
appeals because they will convey the line of persuasion along with the other content found on a
given text. (p. 5-13, para. 5-57)
Reasonable inferences can be made, which can lead to a better overall understanding of
the bigger picture in the propaganda campaign, if a larger campaign exists and is known. If the
propaganda is an isolated occurrence, knowing the intended audience is equally important,
because it will illuminate themes and intent, which will provide the research an accurate
depiction of the plan or program that the source is propagating. Educated conclusions can also be
hypothesized about the effectiveness of the propaganda, but this step can prove challenging for
many reasons which are explained in detail below, in the results section and more so in the
discussion.
Audience Analysis represents the ‘to whom’ pillar of Lasswell’s Model of
Communication. In the New Hybrid Model for Propaganda Analysis in the Digital Age,
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however, the audience analysis is not only concerned with who the message reached; it is also
the phase in which the researcher will determine the intended audience. It answers the questions
‘what does the propagandist want them to do, and why’. (p. 11-11, para. 11-30) Susceptibility
and accessibility are two important factors that help a social scientist understand the
effectiveness that lines of persuasion have on the target audience and also helps conceptualize
the motivation of the target audience. (p. 5-13, para. 5-58, 2003).
Susceptibility is a pretty straightforward concept, and the standard definition is used here
to understand vulnerability and how it can be used to exploit and manipulate the audience.
Confirmation bias, and other barriers to critical thinking are internal processes that are a force
multiplier that work against vulnerability, which is crucial to the success of propaganda. Of
course, in order to convey a message to a primed audience, (one that has been carefully selected
and groomed) the propagandist must have access to them. The accessibility of the intended target
audience helps the propagandist to understand the best type medium to ensure maximum
effectiveness of the symbols, message and lines of persuasion. The latter is once again the most
detailed area in this phase of the analysis.
If the analyst can understand what lines of persuasion were used, as well as any other
types of appeals (emotional or otherwise) it is critical to discover the knowledge and motivation
of the propagandist. This will provide the most insight and discovery of more of the recurring
themes which are conceptualized in social sciences, particularly psychology, sociology and
journalism. A journalist can only counter the argument of propaganda and refute the central point
if they are also able to access the audience, and illuminate the truth in a way that will be easily
understood. This is a necessary step that may provide insight into which themes are producing
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the desired results, as well as what behaviors or attitudes that the propagandist is trying to
influence.
Media Analysis is the most obvious and readily available information about a propaganda
text. Whether it is shared on social media, email, radio, television or any other mode of
communication transmission in the 21st century, initial exposure to anything on a given medium
is the first time that a consumer is made aware of said media. Once a viable artifact of
propaganda is transmitted, the medium can reveal far more than surface data, under further
observation. (DA, 2003)
The medium inadvertently reveals the capabilities of the propagandist, and it may also
help determine why the specific medium was chosen. The channels used for dissemination can
also be categorized one of two ways, overt and covert. (para. 11-32) In this context, these
distinctions refer to the mode of transmission, not the artifact itself. That is a separate issue, such
as conspiracy theory chat rooms or other anonymous and clandestine communication found in
the hidden corners of the internet.
Once a channel has been identified as covert or overt, the researcher will have an accurate
model of the audience’s behavior to review further, when and if research necessitates. If they are
being exposed to propaganda through covert channels for example, they are probably a
sympathizer or a member of the organization - or perhaps seeking more information, willingly. A
relevant example would be conspiracy theorists, who are inclined to believe anything that
confirms their existing beliefs or suspicions. Online forums and political rhetoric, along with
social media and mass smartphone adoption all contribute to the growing phenomenon. People
who are exposed to propaganda through overt channels are likely tuning into and or subscribing
to media sources which they consider trustworthy.
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Production values play a factor in the medium analysis, though they are largely irrelevant
in the effort to determine the effectiveness of the propaganda. Although, many of the 21st
century communication channels are only available via social media, streaming services and
smart device applications, which are today’s largest media marketplaces. Consider the
widespread use and sharing of memes and meta-memes. These types of media are often vague in
their messaging, devoid of source references and designed in a very rudimentary style that may
or may not use symbology or provide links to additional information. Any of those artifacts have
the potential to ‘go viral’ and reach an audience of millions, while a highly produced television
program may only impact less than 100 people. Size does not matter, when it comes to
production. The size of the audience is what matters most of all.
Summary of Analysis is the last step, which is intended to summarize all findings and, if
possible, list and explain any effects of the propaganda may have had on the ultimate audience.
In Lasswell’s communication model, ‘to what effect’ is the most challenging step. Measuring the
effectiveness of a propaganda text or program often relies heavily on anecdotal evidence. One
must be careful to avoid the correlation versus causation fallacy in this step, especially. In many
cases there is simply no way to calculate the effectiveness of a digital artifact of propaganda - but
reasonable inferences can certainly be made based on available evidence.
Impact indicators can also be used, in order to quantify behavioral change, if the
information is available. Focus groups, surveys and sampling can also be used, but fallacy can
invade the critical thinking process in those instances as well, especially considering that gun
rights are a form of identity politics. People tend to stay fairly guarded about how they feel in
regards to contemporary moral discussion and may not be willing to, or may lack the awareness
to understand that they have been deceived. It would not be prudent to survey people, who are
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loyal to the NRA, about how they were deceived by them. Even if someone is aware that such
deception has occurred, they are unlikely to admit to or acknowledge being tricked, lest they feel
foolish for allowing it to happen in the first place.
For this research impact indicators will explore the available data which has already been
quantified by default, like President Obama’s actual proposed legislation during his time in
office, versus the NRA’s allegations that he intended to usurp the U.S. constitution and
potentially ‘destroy’ 2nd amendment rights. Other impact indicators include the growth
trajectory of the NRA’s membership and a financial status in between election cycles.
As it pertains to evaluating the truthfulness of the content, there are endless resources to
compare facts against claims. Anything newsworthy or relevant to national conversation (i.e.
Gun Control) has been covered by dozens of media outlets with varying degrees of integrity.
This research meticulously used multiple sources to cross reference the data extrapolated from
each media artifact and those findings were compared among those sources in an aggressive
effort to highlight the truth and expose the disinformation and misinformation.
The Summary of Analysis will be examined further in the results section. The new Hybrid
Model of Propaganda Analysis that this research intends to establish is a model of propaganda
that enables critical thinking, teaches others how to recognize, categorize, deconstruct and
understand propaganda. The model will achieve this by conducting a deep analysis of individual
artifacts, in order to build a holistic understanding that propaganda analysts can use to
understand the single text. With this information, it allows the research to build an analysis
model for bigger propaganda plans and programs that the individual artifacts feed into.
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Chapter Four: Results
I.

Barack Obama’s 10 Point Plan To “CHANGE” The Second Amendment - Digital Flyer

Figure 5 “Barack Obama’s 10 Point Plan to ‘CHANGE’ the Second Amendment”

The first NRA-produced digital artifact that this research will analyze is entitled
“Obama’s 10-Point Plan to ‘CHANGE’ The Second Amendment”. The picture above is the
digital version of a mailing campaign with the same title; the latter of which was discussed in the
introduction of this paper.
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______________________________________________________________________________
Source Analysis
A source is the individual, organization, or government that sponsors and disseminates the
propaganda. (DA, 2003, p. 1-28)
______________________________________________________________________________

1. Elements of the source: National Rifle Association (NRA) official website
A. Actor: The artist or designer of the poster is unknown
B. Authority: National Rifle Association
C. Author/Disseminator: The official NRA website.

2. Propaganda Classification: The source is easily identifiable because the organization’s name
and logo adorn the artifact, and it has been archived at their official website
(nraila.org/articles/20080728/barack-obamas-10-point-plan-to-change-). These facts qualify the
text as ‘light propaganda’.

3. Credibility of each source element: Based on the Literature Review conducted in this research
paper, the credibility of the National Rifle Association should be considered low to moderate.
However, after studying the ultimate audience and the potential target audience, it is believed
that their perception of the NRA’s credibility is high.
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______________________________________________________________________________
Content analysis
Reveals what the propaganda message says and what is trying to be achieved
regarding the TA and reveals the meaning of the message, the reason the message was
disseminated, the intended purpose or objective. (DA, 2003, p. 11-29)
______________________________________________________________________________
What does the propaganda say? The central point of the message is that Barack Obama
intends to make an aggressive and deliberate effort to pass gun legislation which will violate the
constitutional rights of American citizens.
What is it trying to get the target audience to do? Unlike the print version of the ‘TenPoint Plan’, which was a recruitment effort, the poster seeks to reinforce the same information
found in the flyer. Additionally, the website poster provides the URL to a now-offline web page
that is likely similar to the ‘Ten-Point Plan’ and the NRA sponsored Gun Ban Obama website.

1. Objective of the message.
The objective of the flyer and the digital artifact under review are to spread
misinformation and disinformation, to lead the audience to similar websites, and also teach them
how they can contribute to the cause, and give them privileged access to additional information.
The web page includes a widget that users can click on to be directed to a donation page. The
main behavior that the poster is trying to influence is recruitment of non-members and donations
from both NRA members and non-members.
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2. Lines of persuasion.
A. Main argument: If elected President of the United States, Barack Obama intends
to enact legislation that will change the second amendment and limit or remove
individual gun rights.
B. Supporting arguments needn’t be listed here, as they are all shown in the ‘tenpoint plan’. However, it’s critical to note the lack of supporting evidence for the
main argument or the additional claims that attempt to persuade the audience to
believe the central point of this message.

3. Appeals.
Legitimacy is established, because this poster is an official broadcast by the NRA, on
their verified platform. The propaganda appeals to their authority as a gun rights lobbying
organization. It also appeals to the loyalty of its members and gun enthusiasts, who comprise the
target audience. The success of this message is highly dependent upon the presumption that their
loyalty will prevent them from questioning the authority of the NRA.
Inevitability is offered as a consequence of inaction on several occasions. In fact, all ten
of the bullets on the poster claim impending doom that will inevitably befall their gun rights in
the event that Barack Obama is elected President of the United States in November 2008. What’s
more, the fine print at the bottom of the poster reads, ‘LEARN MORE or lose your rights’. The
loss of rights is inevitable, and the NRA can help you learn how to prevent it, according to them.
The NRA is using positioning here to create a false dichotomy between Obama voters
and gun owners. In their oversimplification, the NRA has positioned themselves as being the
group on the righteous side of the issue. This is called an in group - out group appeal. They
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achieve this by building a narrative about Barack Obama and his associates being obsessed with
banning and or confiscation of firearms. They are positioned as enemies to the U.S. The
Constitution and the NRA want to entice the target audience to join their efforts (by contributing
financially).
According to this message, and the follow up commentary that is analyzed in the latter
half of this research, it is the duty of each member to ‘band’ together to fight Obama’s
“CHANGE, lest they put their civil liberties in jeopardy as warned by the flyer. This type of
bandwagon appeal is closely related with a legitimacy appeal insofar as it is dependent on strict
loyalty to the group’s ideology and behavior. For the NRA, the latter and the former need to
reflect because their success, or at least the public perception of it, is measured by their gun
rights lobbying victories.
This could also be considered a Self-preservation (self-interest) appeal, on behalf of the
organization, it’s membership and their entire way of life. Patriotism, religion, gun rights and
other hotly debated social issues have layers upon layers of identity politics, partisan lines and
imaginary social boundaries so self-preservation is perhaps the most important value to the target
audience.
Frame Analysis highlights additional appeals that complement the supporting arguments
to the central line of persuasions. Threats like inevitability or self-preservation are addressed by
Goffman’s concept of economic consequences for example. The claims that Barack Obama
intends to “Increase Federal Taxes on Guns and Ammunition by 500 Percent” and also “Mandate
a Government-Issued License to Purchase a Firearm” both have economic implications on the
target audience, providing that they are true statements and the proposed legislation becomes
law.
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A 500% percent cost increase for any consumer item will cause a significant burden of
expense to anyone, regardless of socio-economic standing, and so does the threat of requiring a
license to own a firearm. A license of any kind (driving, insurance adjusting, real-estate) is
usually a lengthy and costly process. Though cost is not speculated in the claim, it’s reasonable
to infer that the audience will interpret this as an economic consequence.
Another Goffman principle of Frame Analysis seen in this digital artifact is
responsibility. Barack Obama is specifically named as the sole proprietor of the anti-gun
legislation proposed in the ‘Ten-Point Plan’ This is also why the digital poster bears an uncanny
resemblance to President Obama’s 2008 campaign poster. This is explained in further detail, just
below, in the conclusion of the content analysis.

4. Symbols.
The poster itself has and O at the top-center. The O bears an identical resemblance to the
O used in Barack Obama’s campaign posters (ex. below), except the O in the NRA poster is light
blue and white in color. Analysis of content within an individual artifact also considers the
design of a communication text and this is the most logical step to understanding how the source
uses framing, aesthetics, visual and emotional appeal to set the tone for the message. While this
digital poster contains a wealth of information in the form of written data, it is also very rich in
literary design. Of note, Barack Obama’s campaign poster (below) is a form of propaganda itself.
One could surmise that the NRA chose to mimic this scheme as a sort of rebuke against the
impending Obama administration.
Notice the color scheme, (see Figure 4.1) font and dimensions of the poster are direct
reflections of Barack Obama’s campaign posters. The poster also includes a stylized O that bears
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uncanny resemblance to the O used in the former U.S. President’s name on his presidential
campaign images. The choice to craft the poster in the way it is shown appears deliberate - and
while it is possible to speculate why such a design was chosen, reasonable inferences can be
made.

Figure 6 “Obama. It’s Time for Change 2008”

The first reasonable conclusion is that the NRA made a conscious decision to target
President Obama as a villain in their efforts to inform their target audience that their freedoms
were under attack and that the only way to prevent the impending loss to constitutional rights
was to join the NRA and fight against the man who was going to take them away. The poster was
certainly not designed that way by accident.
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It’s eye-catching, and anyone with even minimal exposure could probably detect the
similarity to the Obama campaign aesthetic and design. For these reasons, it is likely that the
NRA intended to provoke anyone who glances at it to take a second look (or double-take) so
their attention is redirected if it should drift away from the message. The opposing signifiers
could be an example of binary opposition in the context of qualitative investigation of images.
The fact that President Obama’s campaign slogan (Change) is written in all capital letters,
with parenthesis highlighting it, makes it appear to be a deliberate mockery of the former U.S.
President’s slogan. Intentional or not, it achieves the objective of mocking the term Change
from the Obama campaign by calling it “CHANGE” and then rebranding it as questionable
information and changing (no pun intended) the narrative. In the context of qualitative visual
analysis, the image itself also helps to enforce the narrative. If nothing else, it’s effective in
doing so because the uncanny resemblance to an Obama poster, while confusing, draws attention
to the narrative, regardless of audience participation.
The aesthetics of the poster certainly elicit a certain emotional response, in a way that can
potentially sabotage the consumer’s cognitive process. As David Sears explains, “Political
symbols often evoke and mobilize human emotions. Virtually every American war has been
fought around such rallying symbols”. (Sears, 2001, p.14)
In their research paper, The Persuasive Effects of Emotive Appeals Leonie Huddy and
Anna H. Gunnthorsdottir attempted to conceptualize this transfer of affect that often occurs when
visual and emotional appeals are presented in a political context and found that, “political
commitment and involvement often incorporate strong emotions that result in heightened
susceptibility to like-minded emotive appeals” (Huddy and Gunnthosdottir, 2000, p. 767)
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______________________________________________________________________________
Audience analysis
Must be conducted in concert with content analysis, as content analysis will discover
what behavior or attitude the opponent seeks in the (DA, 2003, pp.11-30, 11-31)
______________________________________________________________________________

Who are the audiences? Selection of an audience involves a strict and detailed process of
grooming and cultivation, along with multiple courses of action, especially as it pertains to the
message was a recruiting effort as evidenced by the content. What is their accessibility? What is
their susceptibility? What is their vulnerability?

Apparent audience
As opposed to its sister product, the ‘Ten-Point Plan’ mailer is intended for both NRA
members and non-members. It’s reasonable to assume that the NRA targeted gun owners, who
are the most likely to subscribe to their ideology, while simultaneously having the capital to
provide membership dues or the oft-requested donations. The existing NRA members already do
those things; therefore, donations and endorsements of NRA propaganda seem to be the desired
behavior for this sector of the target audience in the campaign.

Ultimate audience
This pertains to all who encountered the digital poster via the NRA website, however
they arrived, and anyone who obtained it from any one of countless shares found anywhere on
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the web. Verifying the website traffic and sharing of a digital artifact from 12 years ago is not
possible. The NRA has no obligation to reveal private information about their website traffic,
because they are a non-profit, private organization.
Normally, a website with built in sharing-widgets will include a counter, indicating the
times it has been shared and or viewed. The NRA website includes sharing widgets for social
media but does not provide information regarding the site traffic or sharing volume. The ‘tenpoint plan’ has a link to additional information and a lengthy article intended to reinforce the
sentiments of the poster, both digital and print versions, and to encourage and reinforce the
importance of the message and Gun Ban Obama Dot Com.

Intermediate audience
Anyone who shared the digital poster or website URL in social media, online, and/or
anyone who directed another individual to these artifacts or pages would be an intermediary This
audience was not necessarily selected, but file sharing is inevitable, and is a key component of
digital content virality. The NRA most certainly invested time and effort to appeal to members of
the NRA to assist with information sharing, which helps the overall recruitment process and
donation requests which are among the desired audience behaviors of this campaign.

Unintended audience.
Anyone who received the message unintentionally did so as a byproduct of information
sharing. The NRA definitely had this in mind when it came to publishing the “Ten-Point Plan”.
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Susceptibility/Vulnerability of Audience.
Confirmation bias, Assimilation bias, Availability bias, Belief-Perseverance Effect.

NOTE: There is a possibility that fringe Obama supporters who value their second amendment
and consider it a high priority to protect may be vulnerable to changing their opinion in light of
the NRA’s message, by giving them several reasons why they should not allow Barack Obama to
win the 2008 Presidential election.
______________________________________________________________________________
Medium Analysis
This aspect of propaganda analysis determines why a particular medium was
selected, what media capabilities the opponent has, and how consistent the message was
across a variety of media. (DA, 2003, p. 11-32)
______________________________________________________________________________

What media are used and why?
A. Type: Print, Internet and Social Media, though the focus of this analysis is to highlight
the digital media, with heavy emphasis on the web page. Print media usually operates in
tandem with digital media, so long as the print operation has an online platform, which is
the case with the NRA.
B. Frequency: The digital poster was officially published once, by the NRA on 28 July 2008
via their official website.
C. Placement: The ‘Ten Point Plan’ Poster is the second of two posters which are embedded
within a lengthy article on the web page. The article was written by NRA Executive Vice
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President Wayne LaPierre and is the second digital artifact which was examined in this
research.
D. Place of origin: This propaganda poster was retrieved from
(https://www.nraila.org/articles/20080728/barack-obamas-10-point-plan-to-change-)
E. Characteristics or Title: Barack Obama's 10 Point Plan to “Change” The Second
Amendment
F. Method of dissemination: Internet dissemination was used for the digital poster, as
opposed to the above-mentioned printed mailer, which was sent via USPS.
G. Transmission mode: Published by the source on the official NRA website. Secondary
transmissions have likely numbered in the 10’s of 1,000s but there is no metric available
to measure the exact count. The poster can be transmitted digitally through phones,
computers and all other internet connected devices, but can also be printed and shared as
a pamphlet. This likely took place at NRA gatherings, lobbying sessions, meetings, gun
shows, voting booths and other social events in which many NRA members amassed.

______________________________________________________________________________
Summary of Analysis
The most important, and often the most difficult, aspect of propaganda analysis to
determine is its effectiveness on the ultimate TA; direct and indirect impact indicators are
significant indicators of effectiveness (DA, 2003, p. 11-34,35)
______________________________________________________________________________
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Methods used in analysis
Qualitative descriptive analysis was used to conduct an objective individual item analysis.

Summary of Findings
Each of the ten claims seen here can be considered an oppositional reading to some real
or imagined gun legislation, though with no context or source references for any of the claims,
it’s unclear what specific readings of Obama’s messages have led them to the conclusions on the
‘ten-point’ plan. With the original ‘Ten Point Plan’ mailer, print media was chosen to appeal to
the small, yet effective voting base of older people who still read print media. But the mailer,
along with other media incarnations of the message all had one thing in common, they were
designed to not only inform, persuade and influence, they also directed the consumer to an NRA
sponsored website, called GunBanObama.com (which is now archived). The NRA also wrote an
article (https://www.nraila.org/articles/20080905/wwwgunbanobamacom) to support the claims
in the ‘ten-point plan’ campaign.
For 2008 this was actually a fairly sophisticated effort insofar as it presents a professional
appearance, an overwhelming amount of information and uses deceptive language and framing
which are meant to confirm pre-existing bias. This artifact would probably be classified as a
meme or meta-meme, which makes it far ahead of its time as sharing meme propaganda on
social media has reached unprecedented levels with mass adoption of 21st century technology
and mediums.
“Twitter, Facebook, and other platforms have accelerated public discourse to warp speed,
creating virtual versions of the mob. Inflammatory posts based on passion travel farther and
faster than arguments based on reason. Rather than encouraging deliberation, mass media
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undermine it by creating bubbles and echo chambers in which citizens see only those opinions
they already embrace” (Rosen, 2018, para. 13).

Propaganda Devices Identified
Glittering generalities occur throughout the poster. The framing language has been
discussed at length and is employed here as an appeal to emotions. Each of the ten bullets
transfers negative qualities and actions. It does so with another device, testimonial, as the format.
Every line essentially says, if elected President, Barack Obama will do this and that. It’s another
emotive appeal disguised as a story of impending doom. Plain-folk are pandered to when the
poster claims that Obama will eliminate their right to carry, ban hunting ammunition and raise
taxes. Finally, this entire poster is designed and directed with card-stacking as the most crucial
technique to the success of this campaign. Each claim on all ten lines is giving the target
audience another reason to trust the NRA and distrust anyone associated with or supportive of
Barack Obama.
The burden of proof for each of the ten claims made in the ‘ten-point plan’ is on the
NRA. To reverse engineer the truth from the NRA meme is far more laborious and will produce
the exact same results, that is - it will illuminate the truth. This is exactly what makes
propaganda so effective. When an audience lacks the time, patience or savvy to independently
verify facts, they are likely to accept what they are told from an effective appeal to their
emotions. Nevertheless, the claims in the ‘Ten Point Plan’ have been cross referenced at the end
of the results section. The truth is, despite what is in the NRA mailer from Barack Obama’s first
presidential run, all proposed legislation was verified, debunking most of the claims in the ‘tenpoint plan.
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Fact Check Dot Org, A Project of The Annenberg Public Policy Center, is an excellent
source for propaganda research, and it is crucial to follow the journalistic disciplines of
verification and multiple sources. The source is trustworthy, and conducted their own
independent investigation of facts regarding the “Ten-Point Plan” with an article titled ‘A
National Rifle Association advertising campaign distorts Obama's position on gun control
beyond recognition’.

1.

"Ban use of Firearms for Home Self-Defense"

PolitiFact found “We could find no support on any of them for the allegation that Obama has a
plan to ban the use of firearms for home defense” (Lane, 2008, para. 4).

2.

"Ban the Manufacture, Sale and Possession of Handguns"

There is no evidence to support this, despite the NRA’s insistence on its credibility.

3.

Ban Rifle Ammunition Commonly Used for Hunting and Sport Shooting"

Fact Check Dot Org published an article that debunks this claim, entitled, “NRA targets Obama.
It falsely claims in mailers and TV ads that Obama plans to ban handguns, hunting ammo and
use of a gun for home defense” (Gore, 2008).

4.

Mandate a Government-Issued License to Purchase a Firearm Misleading

While this may have been loosely based on legislation Obama voted on as a young Senator, there
is no evidence that he proposed such legislation while in the Oval Office.
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5.

"Pass Federal Laws Eliminating Your Right-to-Carry"

This is misleading because while President Obama was opposed to concealed carry rights, there
is no evidence to suggest that he ever opposed open carry laws. Furthermore, both of those are
state level issues that federal law cannot change.

6.

"Expand the Clinton Semi-Auto Weapons Ban to Include Millions More Firearms"

President Obama was an advocate for banning assault weapons, but the framing effect of
language here is slightly overzealous with the use of millions as a vague reference designed to
distract from the central point. Besides, if the proposed legislation was similar to the Clinton-era
assault weapons ban, that would mean current owners would be grandfathered, i.e. protected
from the law, therefore the millions more firearms would include the ones in production, factory
inventory or in retail merchandise, not in the ‘cold dead hands’ of an owner.

7.

"Appoint Judges to the U.S. Supreme Court and Federal Judiciary Who Share His Views
on the Second Amendment"

This statement is vague and unsupported. Furthermore, it perpetuates the myth that because the
President of the United States holds privilege over multiple appointments throughout the federal
government, checks and balances are designed to prevent such actions that the NRA is claiming.
But again, the statement is difficult to dispute insofar as it is too vague and the ‘so what’ of the
claim is not implied.
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8.

"Increase Federal Taxes on Guns and Ammunition by 500 Percent"
This claim is unsupported and the validity of the source has been disputed by several

sources.

9.

"Close Down 90 Percent of Gun Shops in America"

Politico said, “How the group reaches those conclusions is unclear. In one case, though, it
interprets an Illinois proposal he backed to close gun shops near schools and parks as a plan to
"close down 90 percent of the gun shops in America.”

10.

"Restore Voting Rights for Five Million Criminals Including Those Who Have been
Convicted of Using a Gun to Commit a Violent Crime"

This statement is mostly true.

The source has low credibility in this digital propaganda artifact as the ‘ten points’ have
no citations or frame of reference. This alone should arouse suspicion that the claims range from
baseless to misinformation, at best. Nevertheless, assuming the benefit of the doubt is given, the
historical data regarding the Obama administration’s gun control legislation disproves each and
every claim made by this propaganda, therefore it is grey propaganda with a low credibility
rating. The veracity of this communication is poor and misleading. Despite Obama’s actual
legislation in his initial term as President, during which time none of the NRA’s bold predictions
came true, it did nothing to prevent their campaign from gaining momentum once again when he
ran for office as the incumbent.
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Priming is the most obvious use of framing language in the ‘ten-point plan’. Several of
the ten bullets place added emphasis to the message of Obama’s anti-gun views, with repeated
use of incendiary words. Try this. Read bullets one, three, five, eight, seven and two, in that
order. It essentially warns the target audience that Barack Obama will ban firearms, ban
handguns, ban ammunition, ban MILLIONS more firearms, restore rights to criminals, and
eliminate your rights. The words on the poster are not phrased this way, but they are framed this
way - purposefully. Whether the audience knows it or not, this tactic is effective.
That the effect of such framing language is subliminal is also another phenomenon of the
same theoretical variety. “Messages that inhabit the gray zone between the detection and
recognition thresholds, or that we simply aren’t attending to, sometimes influence our emotions
or behavior”. (Lilienfeld, et. al, p. 37-38) “Even though the president didn't sign a single bill into
law limiting the use or purchase of guns the NRA Political Victory Fund continued to warn its
members and like-minded voters during the 2012 election that Obama would make weapons a
target in a second term” (Murse, 2020, para. 6)
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II.

Barack Obama's 10 Point Plan to “Change” The Second Amendment – Article

The second NRA-produced digital artifact that this research will analyze is Wayne LaPierrewritten article titled “Obama’s 10-Point Plan to ‘CHANGE’ The Second Amendment” that
accompanies the poster of the same name. Both are found at the official NRA Website and were
published there, on the same page and same date, 28 July 2008. It is headlined by a poster,
similar in design to the once embedded in the article (the ‘Ten-Point Plan’ digital flyer) with one
phrase. “For Gun Owners, Obama’s “CHANGE” means the destruction of hard-fought reforms
and hard-fought protections we have secured over the years.”

Figure 7 “For Gun Owners, Obama’s “CHANGE”
means the destruction of hard-fought reforms and
hard-fought protections we have secured over the
years.”
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The web article with the propaganda poster has the same words, verbatim, and the same
bullet format with ten claims that attempt to substantiate the message in the header. Again, the
headline says “Barack Obama’s 10 Point Plan to ‘CHANGE’ the Second Amendment. Each of
the 10 bullets intend to inform their audience of inevitable changes to the constitution should
Barack Obama be elected President of the United States. They can be seen above and will be
addressed in the discussion chapter below.
______________________________________________________________________________
Source Analysis
A source is the individual, organization, or government that sponsors and disseminates the
propaganda. (DA, 1-28, 2003)
______________________________________________________________________________
Source - National Rifle Association (NRA), Date 28 July 2008
1. Elements of the source
A. Actor: NRA Executive Vice President Wayne LaPierre
B. Authority: National Rifle Association
C. Author/Disseminator: NRA Executive Vice President Wayne LaPierre/The official NRA
website.

2. Propaganda Classification: The source is easily identifiable because the organization’s name
and logo adorn the artifact, and it has been archived at their official website
(nraila.org/articles/20080728/barack-obamas-10-point-plan-to-change-). These facts qualify the
text as ‘light propaganda’.
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3. Credibility of each source element: Wayne La Pierre has questionable credibility as of the
publication date of his article, which was disseminated in 2008, prior to the November
presidential election, which Barack Obama won. There are many more examples that support
this assessment of his credibility in virtually every chapter of this research paper.
Perhaps the most significant example was discussed in the introduction to this paper.
After slandering law enforcement officers in the wake of the Oklahoma City bombing of 1994,
the fallout that resulted from his rhetoric, led to George Bush relinquishing his lifetime
membership with an angry letter to the NRA president.
Based on the literature review conducted in Chapter Two of this research paper, the
credibility of the National Rifle Association is low to moderate. However, after studying the
ultimate audience and the potential target audience, it is believed that their perception of the
NRA’s credibility is high.
______________________________________________________________________________
Content analysis
Reveals what the propaganda message says and what is trying to be achieved
regarding the TA and reveals the meaning of the message, the reason the message was
disseminated, the intended purpose or objective. (DA, 2003, p. 11-29)
______________________________________________________________________________

What does the propaganda say? If President Obama is elected, he will staff his cabinet
with individuals who are anti-gun, either on par with President Obama or those LaPierre
considers even more overzealous about gun-ban measures What is it trying to get the target
audience to do? Wayne LaPierre seems determined to inform his target audience about President
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Obama’s anti-Second Amendment policies, and he is utilizing an internet platform to spread
awareness, encourage NRA support and discourage people from voting for Barack Obama in the
2008 U.S Presidential Election.

“Stop a minute and think about the scope of power we hold in our hands as proSecond Amendment voters. What we do with that power when we vote in November will
determine so much for the future.” - Wayne LaPierre

1. Objective of the message: Wayne LaPierre begins his message with a plea to his
audience: “get other gun owners to the polls. This election is critically important.”
2. Lines of persuasion:
Main argument.
The following excerpt from Wayne LaPierre’s verbatim from the opening paragraph of
his article, retrieved from the official NRA website, “For the Brady Campaign, Violence Policy
Center, Dianne Feinstein, Chuck Schumer, U.N. gun-ban extremist Rebecca Peters and her
globalist billionaire sugar-daddy George Soros, for New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg
and his horde of big-city politicians—in fact, for all those individuals and organizations who
would harm or destroy our Second Amendment rights—Barack Obama’s mantra of “change”
means their agenda will be harnessed to the total power of an aggressive, activist and radical
federal government”. (LaPierre, 2008, para. 1)

Supporting arguments.
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1. The understanding of “change” must be the driving force for us to get other gun
owners to the polls. (para. 2)
2. This election is critically important. We cannot afford to have any friend of the Second
Amendment sit it out. (para. 2)
3. This November, we are not just electing a president, we are electing an entire
government.” his administration will be a government redesigned and realigned to stay in power.
It will be a government converted into a political machine. (para. 3)
4. And with a so-called “progressive” majority in both houses of Congress, there will be
little to stop that power shift. (para. 4)

3. Appeals:
Legitimacy. By broadcasting from the official NRA website, the NRA and Wayne La
Pierre are acting on the authority of the NRA’s reputation as a successful gun-rights lobbying
group. This appeals to legitimacy as does the loyalty of NRA members who pay dues and donate
in order to remain in good standing with the organization.
This devotion to such a unique, yet somewhat controversial subculture (gun culture/gun
enthusiasts) can be considered reverence, which is another appeal to legitimize the NRA, their
ideology and this particular message for the target audience. LaPierre inevitability as leverage to
propagate his central line of persuasion. EX --- “Change” means gun owners will be under siege
like never before.” (para. 2)
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In group - out group appeal is designed to construct a mental image and belief that the
NRA is the group on the correct side of the hotly contested issue, and that there should be
tremendous pushback from those loyal to the Second Amendment.
Everyone who believes in the Second Amendment is conforming to LaPierre’s prescribed
bandwagon ideology, or they should be - according to him. He makes an appeal to nostalgia by
mentioning George W. Bush, saying that he ended the Bill Clinton era “voluntary gun control by
extortion” a notion itself which is another false equivalence and an example of an insinuation.
Insinuations are found throughout the article in which LaPierre eludes or directly refers to a
potential consequence (with no supporting evidence) of an inevitable action (which also lacks
evidence).
Simplification has been overstated in this research, but this entire article is basically the
sum total of numerous threats (real or imagined) that loom over gun-rights advocates, and the
answer (i.e. desired behavior) LaPierre is simplified into, essentially: ‘Vote for a candidate other
than Obama to save all of your constitutional rights. This article is one explanation appeal after
another, which is an appeal that has two functions. First, it allows the propagandist to inject
deceptive language, rhetoric and narrative in order to frame the issue the way they intend it to be
interpreted. It also gives the target audience the gratification of being informed by someone they
trust with their best interests.

Framing Analysis
LaPierre referenced framed his narrative with the tactic of economic consequences: “this
November, we are not just electing a president, we are electing an entire government. The
“change” Obama and his close allies—like George Soros’ Moveon.org —seek is a complete
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regime change driven by a radical political agenda.” Legislation could lead to “punitive
lawsuits”. (para. 3)
There are multiple instances of human-interest stories found in this article, but they are
not the glamorous, feel-good stories that are typically seen on news programs. Instead he tells
personal anecdotes, mostly historically inaccurate retellings of Carter, Clinton, George Soros.
And of course, Barack Obama is the biggest villain. Though Soros is mentioned less often, he is
framed as a mega villain consistent with the conspiracy theory narratives.
In creating those named villains, he creates an entire narrative of their contribution to
gun-ban or anti-gun legislation, and assigns responsibility to them for the encroachment of
constitutional rights. He refers to other political opponents, prior to Obama and uses their resume
on gun legislation to foretell the inevitability that Barack Obama is determined to do the same.
At one point he claims “Obama and Hillary Clinton ...falsely wrap themselves in the Second
Amendment while espousing dangerous programs for civil disarmament.”
LaPierre makes a plea for help to ‘fight’ Obama (para. 8) and also mentions NRA
members who ‘fought’ the ‘never-ending threats of Bill Clinton. These are examples of
metaphors that most people are probably too jaded to notice in a propaganda context; since many
events, which are not actual fights or battles, often get referred to as such. It happens in sports,
from Tennis, which is neither a battle nor fight to Mixed Martial Arts, which is a fight, but often
gets idealized as a ‘battle’ or ‘war’. Though this particular use of framing is mostly harmless, it’s
worth noting that hard fought battles and fights, could be interpreted as a double-entendre in the
sense that battles and fights, specifically ‘fire-fights’ or ‘gun fights’.

4. Symbols.
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Figure 8 “NRA-ILA Institute for Legislative Action

______________________________________________________________________________
Audience analysis
Must be conducted in concert with content analysis, as content analysis will discover
what behavior or attitude the opponent seeks in the (DA, 2003, pp.11-30, 11-31)
______________________________________________________________________________

Who are the audiences? Selection of an audience involves a strict and detailed process of
grooming and cultivation, along with multiple courses of action, especially as it pertains to the
message was a recruiting effort as evidenced by the content. What is their accessibility? What is
their susceptibility? What is their vulnerability?

Apparent audience.
NRA members and non-members. It’s reasonable to assume that the NRA targeted gun
owners, who are the most likely to subscribe to their ideology, while simultaneously having the
capital to provide membership dues or the oft-requested donations. The existing NRA members
already do those things; therefore, donations and endorsements of NRA propaganda seem to be
the desired behavior for this sector of the target audience in the campaign.
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Susceptibility/Vulnerability of Audience.
Confirmation bias, Assimilation bias, Availability bias, Belief-Perseverance Effect
(Ruscio, 2010, pp. 153-172)
Ultimate audience pertains to all who encountered the article on the NRA website, however they
arrived, and anyone who obtained it from any one of countless shares found anywhere on the
web. Verifying the website traffic and sharing of a digital artifact from 12 years ago is not
possible. The NRA has no obligation to reveal private information about their website traffic,
because they are a non-profit, private organization.
Normally, a website with built in sharing-widgets will include a counter, indicating the
times it has been shared and or viewed. The NRA website includes sharing widgets for social
media but does not provide information regarding the site traffic or sharing volume.
Intermediate audience: Anyone who shared the website URL in social media, online, and/or
anyone who directed another individual to these pages by any other means of communication.
This audience was not necessarily selected, but file sharing is inevitable, and is a key component
of digital content virality. The NRA most certainly invested time and effort to appeal to members
of the NRA to assist with information sharing, which helps the overall recruitment process and
donation requests which are among the desired audience behaviors of this campaign.

Unintended audience.
Anyone who received the message unintentionally did so as a byproduct of information
sharing. NOTE: There is a possibility that fringe Obama supporters who value their second
amendment and consider it a high priority to protect may be vulnerable to changing their opinion
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in light of the NRA’s message, by giving them several reasons why they should not allow Barack
Obama to win the 2008 Presidential election.

______________________________________________________________________________
Medium Analysis.
This aspect of propaganda analysis determines why a particular medium was
selected, what media capabilities the opponent has, and how consistent the message was
across a variety of media. (DA, 2003, p. 11-32)
______________________________________________________________________________

What media are used and why?
H. Type: Internet. Though the focus of this analysis is to highlight the digital media, with
heavy emphasis on the web page.
I. Frequency: Published once, by the NRA on 28 July 2008 via their official website.
J. Placement: two posters which are embedded within a lengthy article on the web page.
The article was written by NRA Executive Vice President Wayne LaPierre and is the
second digital artifact which was examined in this research.
K. Place of origin: retrieved from (https://www.nraila.org/articles/20080728/barackobamas-10-point-plan-to-change-)
L. Characteristics or Title: Barack Obama's 10 Point Plan to “Change” The Second
Amendment (Written Article)
M. Method of dissemination: Internet dissemination.
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N. Transmission mode: Published by the source on the official NRA website. Secondary
transmissions no metric available to measure the exact count. The shareability is possible
through phones, computers and all other internet connected devices, but not nearly as
efficiently as the digital flyer, which is much shorter and easier to read than a long article.

______________________________________________________________________________
Summary of Analysis
The most important, and often the most difficult, aspect of propaganda analysis to
determine is its effectiveness on the ultimate TA. (DA, 2003, p. 11-34)
______________________________________________________________________________

Methods used in analysis
A qualitative descriptive analysis was used to conduct an objective individual item
analysis using standards of journalism and conceptualized through various theories related to
mass media, digital media, propaganda, psychology, sociology and social psychology along with
U.S. PSYOP doctrine.

______________________________________________________________________________
Summary of findings
The ultimate measure of opponent propaganda effectiveness is the changes in behavior or
attitude of the TAs involved. Effects analysis is similar to determining the impact of
friendly PSYOP on its intended TAs; direct and indirect impact indicators are significant
indicators of effectiveness. (DA, 2003, p. 11-35)
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______________________________________________________________________________

Framing Language Techniques used in Content Analysis
Wayne LaPierre’s 2,000-plus word article aimed to give more information, by using their
website and social media platforms. These online mediums serve many functions. Other than
their ability to centralize an audience to one source, they are able to canalize fringe supporters
and entice viewers to access even more propaganda, through targeted advertisements, suggested
articles or social media sharing of stories, memes or other digital artifacts which contain
confirmation-bias baited propaganda.
He rebrands Obama’s campaign, mentioning “Change” 26 times and saying things like,
““Change” means gun owners will be under siege like never before. The “change” Obama and
his close allies—like George Soros’ Moveon.org —seek is a complete regime change driven by a
radical political agenda” (para. 2 and 10). This is a positioning technique which he uses
throughout the paper.
He mentions Obama 26 times and Clinton 12 times. He practices transference and he
refrains from utilizing neutral words or phrases when speaking about gun control. In fact, he uses
the term only four times in the entire article but never mentions common sense gun laws or
anything that resembles the phrase, instead preferring to use more hostile and provocative
descriptions of the same phenomenon. Several times he mentions President’s Obama and
Clinton, by name, characterizing their gun control or common sense gun law proposals as ‘antigun’ legislation or ‘pro gun-ban’.
False Dichotomies have been discussed elsewhere in this paper, but they also have
influence in the evaluative bias which a propagandist uses, meaning the criteria for their words is
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crafted with persuasion as the ultimate goal (Levy, 2010, p. 4) Psychological constructs and
human-experience related phenomenon are often incorrectly assumed to fit into distinct
categories. Framing Language uses oppositional words to create or reinforce false dichotomies
within a message.
He mentions Gore 5 times and highlights George Soros who is at the center of many
right-wing conspiracy theories, another sinister form of propaganda. Some of the types of claims
propagated by the right, including current President Donald Trump spin tales of a secret left wing
coup all being planned by a deep state government planning a globalist takeover. George Soros,
according to people like Alex Jones and prominent political figures who endorse them (like
Donald Trump and Roger Stone) is the ringleader and financier of this sub-surface Marxist
revolution
Inevitability
Every situation, hypothetical or otherwise, that pushes the narrative is so convoluted and
hard to follow and none of it is backed with any evidence, which reduces this step to yet another
effort in the analysis of this artifact that is imprudent and irrational. Simply put, trying to
highlight each example of framing that relied on spinning the narrative, there would be ten more
narratives Personal observations aside, Wayne LaPierre deserves credit for this tactic. The
information overload found in this writing has a spin applied to every anecdote, claim, and layer
of the narratives are almost impossible to fact-check because so many of LaPierre’s conclusions
seem to form subjectively, creating misinformation through speculation, prediction, or outright
disinformation.
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Recall the digital flyer with the ten-point plan (Change) also mocked the term Change
from the Obama campaign by calling it “CHANGE” and then rebranding it with questionable
information and changing (no pun intended) the narrative.
The credibility of this message should be considered very low. Before attempting to
follow up on the claims, take a moment to refer to Graham’s Hierarchy of Argument. Spoiler
alert: name-calling is at the very bottom. Wayne La Pierre’s reckless language and disregard of
the second and third order effects (such as VIPs ceremoniously leaving his organization)
demonstrates that he is very irresponsible when communicating to the audience with which he
has been entrusted.
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Chapter Five: Discussion
The digital incarnation of the NRA ‘Ten-Point Plan’ poster and Wayne LaPierre’s 2,000plus word article aimed to give more information, by using their website and social media
platforms. These online mediums serve many functions. Outlets that have a significant presence
in print media also have the ability to share the same information in the digital social
communication sphere, because they have various digital outlets on multiple online platforms
due to social media and smart device apps.
Obviously, when dissemination utilizes multiple platforms the potential audience reach is
larger because the combined exposure of the various media cast the widest possible net. Other
than their ability to centralize an audience to one source, they are able to canalize fringe
supporters and entice viewers to access even more propaganda, through targeted advertisements,
suggested articles or social media sharing of stories, memes or other digital artifacts which
contain confirmation-bias baited propaganda.
Obama has been at the center of conspiracies by the NRA, just as Joe Biden and Hilary
Clinton have as well. The NRA and Donald Trump worked together in the elections in 2008 and
2012, discrediting Obama’s integrity by pushing the mass arms confiscation narrative and
Obama birther conspiracy. When Trump ran for office, after Obama’s eight year term came to a
close, he dusted off the same narrative to help the NRA start the public discourse of gun control
to position Trump strategically in opposition to Obama, and transferred the same narrative to
Hillary Clinton in 2016 and now both are doing the same thing to discredit Joe Biden who will
oppose Republican Incumbent, Donald Trump in the 2020 U.S. Presidential election.
The National Rifle Association has low credibility in their messaging, but their
effectiveness as a lobbying organization demonstrates that they are capable of backing up their
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intent with action that produces results. By debunking untruth, revealing themes, and
inconsistencies, the research will educate readers on the various media theories and logical
fallacies that conceptualize the vulnerability of emotive appeal to the human psyche and provide
a thorough explanation of phenomena that make propaganda effective.
It will be difficult - if not impossible - to definitively prove any causal relationships
between the NRA’s rhetoric and the effectiveness of their propaganda upon the target audience.
Their degree of influence upon their target audience is plagued with too many variables to say
for certain what, if any, influence that NRA propaganda has on the behavior of their target
audience.
What is measurable are the results of their efforts in the lobbying space. Most of their
accomplishments are irrelevant to this study, however, it is important to keep in mind their
overall agenda. The propaganda which will be studied intensely for this research is all directly
linked to their agenda. Thus, a holistic understanding of their mission is the best way to
understand why they actively propagandize in their efforts to push said agenda. The credibility of
their message has been under scrutiny in the media, academic research, as well as former
members like Richard Feldman.
Ricochet: Confessions of a Gun Lobbyist revealed that he was at odds with the NRA due
to their methods and goals which he felt often, “overshadow protect(tion) of Constitutional
liberties” (Luo, 2018, para. 7). Feldman was interviewed for the article, at which time he
revealed that “The N.R.A. is not so much interested in winning. They’re interested in fighting,
because fighting is great for fund-raising and membership recruitment”
According to Weiss and Gould, the NRA’s political power still remains somewhat of a
mystery. “The National Rifle Association represents less than a fifth of all-American gun
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owners, yet it remains one of the most powerful gun rights lobbies in the United States. “For
decades, the NRA has successfully blocked federal action — including government-funded gun
violence research and a proposed assault weapons ban — that it believes threatens gun owners'
second amendment rights.” (Weiss and Gould, 2018)
The approach I took in the analysis of the two chosen digital artifacts that the NRA
published during the 2008 Presidential election cycle was to read and understand their intended
message, categorize the data to verify, and then verify again. The resources to compare facts
against are endless. Anything newsworthy or relevant to national conversation (i.e. Gun Control)
has been covered by dozens of media outlets with varying degrees of integrity.
This research meticulously used multiple sources which are referenced throughout, and
cataloged in the References section below. Gathering the initial propaganda, from any source, is
the first and easiest step. The most challenging aspect is the laborious and time-consuming
process of extrapolating copious amounts of information by analyzing a single artifact - and then
conceptualizing the propaganda campaign or program that the artifact feeds into. Patterns will
emerge. Propaganda becomes easier to spot, and the agenda of sources becomes more
predictable.

The Sum Total of Barack Obama’s Proposed Gun Legislation
The NRA can and will continue to propagate and frame a false narrative with deceptive
language, but their claims have proven easily debunked throughout this research. By order of the
Office of the Press Secretary, the White House issued a press release on 4 January 2016, the last
year of President Obama’s second and final term in office.
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In order to avoid any confusion, the press release offers the facts about all of Obama’s
remaining proposed legislation by the end of his presidential career. Given his 1st and 2nd term
proposals, it’s clear that Barack Obama was willing to compromise his demands for legislation,
always attempting to bridge partisan lines on a critical issue to no avail.
(https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/01/04/fact-sheet-new-executiveactions-reduce-gun-violence-and-make-our)
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
Hopefully this research will give readers a deeper understanding of how the NRA uses
these tactics as a force multiplier, weaponized for political leverage and the favor of their base.
The shifting paradigm of the digital age was in a very gradual beginning stage in the mid-to-late
2000’s, and now millions of people are shopping, ..the ‘ten-point plan’ flyers are early
incarnations of the meme, or meta-meme, which are far more common in 2020 due to the
prevalence of internet usage and the number of social media platforms continues to grow.
The channels of discourse that had to be silenced, avoided, or prioritized were unlike
anything I expected. This research hypothesized that the NRA and some politicians who work
with them use propaganda to further an agenda by framing their purpose and efforts as a noble
cause against an ambiguous (and sometimes non-existent) enemy. NRA’s mission during the
propaganda campaign under review was designed to deceive their target audience into believing
that Barack Obama had placed their second amendment rights in jeopardy, and that allegiance
with their organization was the only way to fight back against constitutional infringement.
Among the biggest takeaways from researching the two artifacts is that the hypothesis of
this research grossly underestimated the NRA’s sophistication in spreading propaganda. It was
actually quite remarkable that with the ‘Ten-Point Plan’ the NRA was able to employ each and
every one of the seven propaganda devices in addition to their inclusion of sociological and
psychological interpretations of framing and cognitive dissonance. The artifacts researched here
employed those tactics with intent, and it’s clear that Wayne LaPierre and the NRA know how to
use them effectively.
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Another major revolution, perhaps the most significant, is that the ‘Ten-Point Plan”
poster is actually an early incarnation of a meta-meme, insofar as it has an abundance of
information, presented without context or source references. Without the necessity of journalistic
standards of ethics or otherwise, anyone who propagates a meta-meme is attempting to educate
others with information in which the accuracy has not been verified.
The danger of memes and meta-memes is that reinforcement of bias, false dichotomies
and framing language seem far more effective than simply giving an audience a reasonable and
unbiased presentation of the same data. The vulnerability of this type of digital artifact is that it is
far easier to debunk. They are becoming very common and social media has given memes, metamemes and all other types of digital propaganda endless platforms to share.
Any time a digital artifact on social media, or any other medium in the information age,
neglects to include sources to substantiate their claims, there is usually more information and
different perspectives which are deliberately withheld. Beware the media! “The captivation of
the audience’s attention is of paramount importance to media professionals, while
informativeness often takes a distant backseat” (Ruscio, p. 102).
Luckily for researchers there are still plenty of scholars and researchers who are also
scrutinizing the works of propagandists, such as dishonest politicians or media outlets which lack
journalistic integrity. The NRA has always propagated a simple, yet relentless message for its
target audience: There are politicians who want to take guns away and the NRA is going to stop
them (see an example on page 7). This message has been consistently repackaged and
rebroadcast by the influential lobbying group, and my hypothesis is invoked by decades worth of
rhetoric found in various NRA media artifacts.
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When various interdisciplinary concepts work synergistically to deceive the logic and
reason of unsuspecting people, science (including social science) has a fiduciary responsibility to
educate people and other researchers how to expose hypocrisy, falsehoods, and illuminate the
path towards the truth. It then becomes the responsibility of the newly educated individual to
form their own conclusion. Regardless if you are a journalist, scientist or scholar, we never
badger a captive or passive audience into believing anything subjective simply because they are
told it is the undisputed truth. To do so is equally as repugnant as the oft-deceptive practice of
political propaganda.
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